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ABSTRACT

Organisations entering the 2 JS' Century arc exposed to an environment of
continuous change, a challenge that requires a movement away from more predictable
structures of the past., with hierarchies and fonnal chains of command. The emerging
fluid and network lil;e structures present new challenges for ensuring the development
and dissemination of organisational knowledge. An area of considerable current debate

involves the issue ofhannony and balance between and organisation's culture and its
Knowledge Management (KM) systems. The focus of this study is on organisations
that arc recognising the implications of these changes and are responding by installing
knowledge systems in an attempt to capture and distribute the organisation's explicit
knowledge. Such actions indicate the recognition of a need to move towards a managerial
culture which is inclusive of knowledge development, and where managerial actions
demonstrate a concern with capturing the tacit knowledge of all employees, creating
open external interfaces.
The success of the implementation of a knowledge management system depends
upon full utilisation of the system by all potential users and the development of a
culture which facilitates this inclusivity. Research and experience have indicated that
KM systems arc often not successfully adopted by the potential users. This study
seeks to understand why users may choose not to participate in the use of knowledge
management systems, which is the first critical step in ensuring that a knowledge
management system may be fully utilised and provide maximum value to an
organisation, creating a culture that provides a competitive edge.
This study attempts to explore and model the relationships between factors that
act as barriers for individuals when knowledge management systems arc implemented,
and to identify aspects of an organisation or a KMS which may facilitate iwproved
uptake of a KMS .. The study focuses on a range of employees across three
organisations which have given the research project considerable latitude in research
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opportunity and provided detailed in-depth interviews. The: study is based on the
findings of a pilot study, conducted by this researcher, that categorised the barriers into
three broad areas: stmclure, culture and individual perceptions. That categorisation is
used as a conceptual framework for this study. The qualitative data from the in-depth
interviews and observation is analysed, categorised, and patterns of issues identified
using a grounded theory approach. Industry experts have reviewed the results to
identify and confirm possible issues in the data and givl! practitioner validity to the
analysis.
For practitioners the results provide a framework of the relationships that may
act as barriers to employee participation, and an indication of those issues that appear
the most critical when constructing an appropriate organisational culture for knowledge
management systems. Academically the study identifies critical issues that should be the
subject of more detailed cultural exploration in this developing field.

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

4

DECLARATION

I CERTIFY THAT TIDS THESIS DOES NOT, TO THE BEST OF
MY KNOWLEDGE AND BELIEF:

(i)

incorporate without acknowledgement any material previously submitted for a
degree or diploma in any institution of higher education

(ii)

contain any material previously published or written by another person except
where due reference is made in the text; or

(iii)

contain any defamatory material

Patricia Ellen Murphy Kennett (Candidate) 1st June 2004
Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

5

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my gratitude for the cooperation I received during this
project from the participating organisations and interviewees. I am also grateful for the
assistance of my expert consultant Stephen Gusmeroli, and .nost of all for the support
and guidance of my supervisor Llandis Barrett-Pugh, and also Scott Gardener and

Patricia Morrigan.
I would like to thank my husband Neill Kennett for supporting me throughout

this lengthy and at times demanding process.

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

6

TABLE OF CONTENTS:

CHAPTER ONE INTRODUCTION

13

Background to the Study

16

Significance of the Study

17

Purpose of the Study

18

Research Question

19

Definition of Terms

19

Organisation of the Rest of the Study

22

CHAPTER TWO LITERATURE REVIEW

24

Introduction

24

Defining Knowledge Management

25

KPMG Knowledge Management Research Report 1998

26

KPMG Knowledge Management Research Report 2000

26

Sticky Knowledge - Barriers to Knowing in the Firm

28

Shared Language
Barriers to Usage
Time Available to Use the System

"

29

KM Tools and Appropriate Training

30

Reward Systems/Incentives

31

Keeping the Context/Integrity

32

The Relevance of Failure

33

Internet Contributions

33

Literature Review Conclusion

35

CHAPTERTHREETHEORETICALFRAMEWORK
Introduction

Trish Kennett 0954536

37
37

Honours Thesis

7

Basic Assumptions

37

Conceptual Framework

39

Key Resea1·ch Questions

42

Subsidiary Research Questions

43

CHAPTER FOUR RESEARCH DESIGN

44

Introduction

44

Choosing a Paradigm
Type of Investigation

44
45

Reasoning Against a Quantitative Approach

45

Choosing Subjectivism

46

Purpose of Study

46

Focus of Data

48

Choosing Qualitative

49

Pilot Study

49

Target Population and Sample
The Target Population

52

5I

The Sample

52

Data Analysis

53

Limitations of the Design

55

Summary

56

CHAPTER FIVE RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

57

Introduction

57

Ethical Standards
Ethics in the research process

57
5::!

Ethical Issues that Arose

59

Sampling: Characteristics of Sample Companies

61

Sampling: Selection of Sample Employees
Epistemological Decisions

62

Theoretical Sampling and Natural Groups

62

Relationship of the Researclt Questions to the Research Activity

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

62

65

8

Operationalising the Research Instruments

66

Data Collection Procedure

69

Renection on the Data Collection Process

70
70

Pre Data Collection
Data Collection

71

Post Data Collection

71

Content Dependability and Credibility

71

Resource Allocation

72

Concluding the Data Collection Phase

74

CHAPTER SIX FINDINGS

75

Introduction

75

The Instrument and Process

76

Triangulation of the Data

78

Interview Findings

Addressing the Data Collection Instrument

80
80

The Interview Proc~".SS

81

Defining Knowledge Management

83

Structure

85

Culture

88

Individual Perceptions

94

Additional Issues

96

Most Important Issues

97

99

Conclusion

99

Data to Framework Fit

Comparison of Findings with Other Studies

CHAPTER SEVEN INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS

100

102

Introduction

102

Investigating the Usc of a KMS

Availability of Knowledge for Sharing

103
104

Familiarity with the KMS

107

Summary of KMS Usage in a Company

110

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

9

III

Addressing the Key Questions
Structure of the Companies

112

The Effect of Structure on the KMS

113

Culture of the Companies

117

Perceptions of Individuals

121

Addressing the Subsidiary Questions
The Claims of Current Literature

122
122

New Insights into Barriers

123

Personal Motivation

124

Issues of Reliability and Credibility
Critical Review of Instrument

125
125

Critical Review of Organisational Issues

125

Process used - limitations

126

Summary of Results

127

Lessons Learned

130

CHAPTER EIGHT SUMMARY

132

Introduction

132

Summary of Research

133

Cm1clusions of Research
Key Issues

133
134

Secondary Issues

136

Recommendations for Further Research

136

In Closing

138

REFERENCES

139

Appendices
Appendix A The Pilot Study responses
Appendix B

The Interview Instrument

Appendix C

Interview Protocol

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

10

Appendix D

Additional Findings and Analysis

Appendix E

Table of Responses by Category

Figures
Figure 1.1

Knowledge Management in the Information Picture

14

Figure 1.2

Example of a repository layout

21

Figure 1.3

Overall organisation of the study

23

Figure 3.1

Relationships Between Categories

40

Figure 3.2

Qualities of the Categories.

41

Figure 4.1

Establishing the Dimensions of the Issues

47

Figure4.2

Sub Categories from Pilot Study

51

Figure 5.1

Example oflnterview Instrument Section

66

Figure 5.2

Time Line of Research

74

Figure 6.1

The Data Analysis Process

75

Figure 6.2

Outline of the Instrument

77

Figure 6.3

Responses per Category per Company

81

Figure 7.1

Sharing of Knowledge

!07

Figure 7.2

Familiarity with the K.MS

110

Figure 7.3

The Structure Continuum

115

Table 1.1

Knowledge Management Tools

15

Table 5.1

Summary of Companies

61

Table 5.2

Role Titles

63

Table 5.3

Resource Allocation

73

Table 6.1

Data Collection Method Usage

78

Tables

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

II

82

Table 6.3

Summary oflnterview Protocol Variations

Table 7.1

Sharing of Knowledge

104

Table 72

Knowledge of the KMS

107

Table 7.3

Culture Based Issues

119

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

12

,'-};

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

While the nature of knowledge has been at the core of traditional academic study,
Knowledge Management (KM) is a relatively new perspective within management
studies, and therefore the subject of considerable debate. The current interest focuses on
the questions of defining the boundaries, defming the terms, and how KM fits into the
information creation, distribution and reintegration functions of management. The
linguistic cynicism demonstrated by some writers questions whether K1vl is just another
tenn to describe information in a way that continues to allows elitist groups to
proliferate. KM as a recognised topic has been developing over the last few decades,
with recognition including the development of the Institute for Knowledge Management
as a joint project by IBM and Lotus. The business world has described the subject area
in various terms relative to the

perspet~tive

of the target audience, however the basic

principles remain the same. Business planners use the term Transformational
Organisations, trainers refer to the phenomena as the Learning Organisation, the quality
movement uses the term Six Sigma, while the Information Technology sector, and
increasingly management studies, have employed the label Knowledge Management.
While each viewpoint is unique, the subject matter in question is similar, and the starting
point is within the Total Quality Management (TQM) approach (O'Dell, Essaides and
Grayson, 1998).
While K1vl does not have clearly defined boundaries it does have core properties
and can be seen to fit into the overall information picture as described in figure 1.1.
Obtaining a competitive edge within the current global networked business
environment involves a need to continually produce and reproduce knowledge.
Installation of a knowledge system creates a dichotomy between the knowledge systems
Trish Kennett 0954536
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and the knowledge culture required for successful implementation. A shift in thinking is
required to change to a knowledge culture. A managerial paradigm shift is required, a
move to fluid structures, a flatter hierarchy, and promotion of the value in sharing
personal knowledge which has previously been suppressed (Handy, 1994). The
organisational culture must also shift to support the new structure and values, accept
the reality of the organisational need for knowledge development. Where knowledge was
with-held to protect personal power it must now be shared to protect and advance the
organisation's economic position. The focus must shift from internal learning to external
learning.

RELATED AREAS

CONSEQUENCES

Human Resource Management
Data Mining
Modelling
Change Management

Knowledge
Management

Transformational/
Learning
Organisation

Total Quality Management

Business Intelligence

Data Warehousing

Knowledge Creating
Company

Strategic Information
Systems and Technology Planning

Figure 1.1

Knowledge Management in the Information Pidure

The lack of a common terminology for KM makes defining knowledge, as
distinct from information, subjective. Differentiating knowledge from information is
covered in many articles on the subject of knowledge (Teresko, 1999), but for the
purpose of this research, knowledge will be considered to be a mix of information,
expertise and experiential discourse. The context for the research will be the business
arena, that is the educational sector and viewpoints on KM will remain outside the
scope of the project.
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A growing interest in the area of knowledge management in the business sector
may be attributed to recognition of the rapid integration that occurs when on-going
experiences and existing knowledge interact dynamica1ly (Alexander, Schallert & Hare.
1991, p329). Knowledge is perceived as the new method of gaining or keeping a
competitive advantage by capturing the previously untapped reserves within the
organisation's valuable human resources. Creating an environment that produces
knowledge requires an effective management culture.
One of the popular tools for capturing, storing and disseminating knowledge is a
knowledge repository, such as Lotus Notes, where participants are able to submit items
of interest, add to existing items, and build dialogue with other participants. See table 1.1
for further examples of knowledge tools, current and under design. The costs of
implementing such knowledge systems can be high, and the drivers are financial
(KPMG, 1998), therefore success at an early date is important to justify the
considerable capital outlay.

Knowledge Management Tools
Clearview
Delphi
Domino - LoJUs Notes (repository)
Intelliprise- Compac search engine
Knowledge Insight (search engine)
Knowledge.Innovation (fi1ture offering from Microsoft)
PC.Fulcrum (search engine)
SAS Collaborative Business Intelligence Solution (repository)
Viador Portal

Table 1.1

Knowledge Management Tools
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Many of the articles and books on the subject of knowledge management discuss
thehighfailurerateofthe systems (e.g. KPMG, 1998; Suma, 1999; Ruggles, 1997) but
none are specific or offer an analysis or a definition of failure. There are many possible
aspects of failure such as failure to recover costs, failure to keep the system alive, failure
to find value in the implemented system that are not explored by such studies. The
focus of this study is not failure per se but the barriers which impact on the use of an
organisation's knowledge tools and therefore may contribute to various forms of KMS
failure. This research builds on the results of an earlier exploratory pilot study
investigating the issues concerned with using KM systems which was conducted by the
same researcher in 1998.

Background to the Study

Recognition of the need to formalise and systemise management of knowledge
within organisations is a recent development. Dr. Karl Wiig coined the concept of
Knowledge Management during a keynote address to the United

Nation'~,;

International

Labor Organization in 1986 but the formalisation of managing knowledge had already
begun. In 1980 Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) developed one of the first expert
systems, XCON (Liebowitz, 1998, pl-2), as a result of collecting and analysing
information from many experts to generate knowledge which could be utilised by nonexperts. Since the 1990s knowledge has been recognised as a critical organisational asset
that requires management as does any asset that is to be fully utilised. The management
of knowledge within anc! between organisations is now an area of considerable growth.
The objective of a knowledge system is to capture personal (tacit) knowledge,
disseminate to a wide audience (tacit to explicit), organise related knowledge (explicit to
explicit), and create new knowledge (explicit to implicit) as a cyclic, dynamic, interactive
process (Nonaka, 1991. p28-29). It is therefore not just an issue of system
implementation and use, but an issue that concerns the development of new forms of
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organisational culture to match new shapes of organisations. The integration of systems
within cultures that can act as tools of cultural change is very much at the heart of this
study.
Developing the research project

The research project developed while working with an international company
which employed multiple methods of resourcing projects including contractors,
consultants, expatriate employees and international temporary personnel alongside incountry full and part time staff. The staff were theoretically united by a knowledge
management system that was available to everyone, however it soon became clear that
only staff with a broader cultural background, or a diverse employment history, were
actually utilising the system. A review of the access files confinned this suspicion.
Attempts to increase utilisation of the system through awareness and reward programs
failed.
During investigation of this problem the wider implications for KMSs became
clear and a pilot study was created to identify the base causes of the problem. The
results of the pilot study (Appendix A) indicated that the problem was more complex
than the literature suggested and required further investigation.

Significance of the Study

The significance and relevance of a study such as this was recently highlighted
by Guy Gable (2003) when he posed I 0 questions regarding KM. The final question
was:
Is recognition and management of knowledge a practice widely accepted
by many consulting finns or just large firms? What barriers hinder such
practice (or what catalysts are encouraging such practice)? P3

Trish KenJJett 0954536

Honours Thesis

17

As with any new area of interest there is much controversy and debate over the
organisational issues of knowledge management. Fundamentalists focus on the systems
and the issue ofKM tools, radical humanists are concerned with the soft issues, such as
the perceived threat to an individual's accustomed power base, while the literature
regarding the subject of knowledge systems and their

manag~ment

is lacking in

explanations for the reluctance of employees and knowledge workers in general to
participate in the new practice. Understanding the underlying issues provoking this
reluctance is crucial to the future success of the field, equipping knowledge managers
with the ability to plan around problem areas, avoiding or minimising identified risks and
issues that may render an investment in knowledge systems a failure. Strategic planning
can then incorporate the appropriate, site-specific, requirements to ensure the capture,
dissemination, and utilisation of the knowledge inherent in the organisation and the
workforce.
This study is positioned to form the basis for further research on how
organisations can maximise the value of installing a knowledge management system and
identify the culture/practices required to support the new paradigm. The academic
sector can use the infonnation from such studies to design models for knowledge
management systems and change management processes that circumvent the barriers,
designing the problems out of the system.

Purpose of the Study

The pilot study conducted in 1998 highlighted the concerns of participants in a
knowledge system. This study will develop an outline of fundamental issues and will
identify the relationships between problems, issues and areas of contention for
participation in knowledge management systems. A framework developed from the
issues will indicate the most critical relationships and may provide a guide for further
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areas of study. It will also examine how structural issues affect cultural issues, and how
perceptual issues can override cultural attitudes.
The purpose of this study is to present a coherent picture of the problems and
perceived problems faced by users, which will assist managers to design a supportive
structure and culture alongside the knowledge system, and assist in change management
issues. The goal is to further understanding of the pressures and problems faced by all
workers in the knowledge area.

Research Question

The objective of this research is to explore the possible barriers within
organisations that may inhibit individuals uccessing, contributing to, or using a
knowledge repository. The issues covered by this study concern accessing and using
the systems within the organisational support elements of culture and structure. The
study intends to explore: the issues within the organisational culture that impede the full
utilisation of KM systems; which issues are critical and their relationship; who are the
stakeholders in the KM system that have to be considered; what issues concerning
personal and group support are critical.

Definition of Terms

The context of this research is the business environment and therefore the
following definitions are applied:

Barriers:

elements that prevent, discourage or devalue the individual's
attempts to access and use knowledge available to the organisation
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Explicit Knowledge: defined, formalised, systemised knowledge that is available for

sharing
Failure:

unwillingness to contribute or use the system, workforce not able
to demonstrate knowledge of the systems, procedures, policies,
and content ofthe organisation's formal knowledge network

Knowledge Management: the capture, creation, storage, organisation and distribution of

knowledge (Liebowitz, 1999, 1-6)
Knowledge System:

method offormalising and automating management of knowledge
(Hendriks & Vriens, 1999), for the purpose of this study an
Information Technology OT) based system is assumed.

Knowledge:

"organized information applicable to problem solving. - Woolf'
(Liebowitz, 1999, 1-3)

Repository:

collection point and management tool for information and
experiential input that is available to members of that community
(organisation)

Tacit Knowledge:

highly personal knowledge that is difficult to communicate or
formalise, a mix of skills, beliefs and mental models (Nonaka,
1991. p28). Tacit knowledge may not be consciously evident to
the person in question.

Value:

perceived benefit to the overall community that will continue
beyond the terms of the contributing individuals. This is not
confined to financial benefits but encompasses broader values
such as personal development, broadened viewpoint, wider
knowledge base, etc

Outlining a Typical Knowledge System
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A typical Information Technology (IT) based knowledge system would contain
modules or repositories, each specific to a topic or area of interest, that are available to
all or specific personnel. Figure 1.2 outlines the types of entries that might be found in a
knowledge system for an audit finn. An Auditor would post an audit document to the
repository then include a document containing notes on the audit that identify informal
issues such as problems with personnel or obtaining co-operation. The documents
would be available for viewing to the rest of the accounting finn. Other personnel would
contribute to the repository by including relevant material such as memos, email, open
discussions etc. that would build on the current infonnation. They might identify similar
issues in other audits and methods previously used to successfully circumvent
problems. This would represent a knowledge base on the client and on the problem
resolution ideas.

Auditing Repository
Company A
Company B
CompanyC
!997/98 Audit Report (Fred Bloggs)
1997/98 Auditor's Summary (Fred Bloggs)
Learnings from Audit (Joe Smith)
Response (Fred Bloggs)
Previous issues (Carol Brown)
Company D

Figure 1.2

Example of a repository layout

The shared knowledge would assist other auditors working with the same client
to avoid encountering similar problems, or prepare them to handle the issues in a
professional manner. For example, the first level would identify the company, the
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second level would identify fonnal documents lodged for the company, the third level
might contain ancillary infonnation to fonnal documents, further levels might contain
infonnation that explains issue!;' raised, responses to questions, additional information.
Together these items would give valuable insights to future auditors who may no longer
have access to the original auditors. The knowledge gained from perusing the system
could avoid many hours of rework on the client's files. The system provides an
organisational network that works between people and across time.
The contributors to a knowledge system are identified against the documents
they have originally created, however contributors that add to an existing document are
not identified. For example in figure 1.2 the document Learnings from Audit was
submitted by Joe Smith then Fred Bloggs submitted a Response document. It is possible
that the comments in Learnings from Audit were actually a compilation of comments
from different individuals who had read the audit report. Only Joe Smith would appear
as the author as he was the creator of the document. Separation of, and credit for, the
individual contributions can become difficult as the system grows. Although in some
systems the author can be maintained in documents below the major category,
authorship and therefore ownership become organisational issues.

Organisation of the Rest of 1he Study

The remaining chapters of this study are organised to present the information in
a flowing, logical, methodological manner. To assist this process the diagram in figure 1.3
represents the chapter layout and demonstrates how the pieces fit together to form the
whole document. The segments represent the logical breakdown of tasks in the research
project then assign them to the relevant chapter/s covering the details for that task. For
example the initial individual stages of Workplace Observation, Literature Review and
Pilot Study are described across Chapters One and Two of this document.
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Readers are assisted in following the flow of the document by a repetition of the
inner section of the diagram at the start of every chapter, It will act as a reminder of the
process employed, and through the use of a shaded area indicate the current focus of
the text.

Workplace
Observation

...

Litemture
Review

I~

-~

•

~

Theoretical
Framework
(Research
Questions)

~

Research
Design

~

D"a
Collection

~ Analysis
o,m

~

Addressing
the Research
Questions

Pilot
Study

Chapters

Chapter

Chapters

1&2

3

4&5

Figure 1.3

Chapter
6

Chapter

Chapters

7

7&8

Overall organisation of the study

Chapter Two will concentrate on the literature review section of the study,
highlighting the outcomes of three previous studies by highly reputable organizations. It
will commence by examining current definitions of the term Knowledge Management,
and addressing the lack of a shared language in the field. Barriers to KM identified in the
current literature will be examined and the literature review brought to a conclusion.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

~orl<pl•oe

Observati011

J

Literature
Review
-*Chapter 2

'

Theoretical
Framework
(Research
Questions)

~

Research
Design

---

D•ta
Collection

M

D•m
Analysis

~

Addressing
the Research
Questions

Pilot
Study

Introduction

The literature review will concentrate on the literature published since 1990 due
to the recent nature of the emergence of knowledge systems. Publications prior to 1990

have been scanned but will only be referenced where the item is of special interest for
the field and has not been superseded. This review will start by defining KM for the

purpose of this study, then proceed to previous research reports that have uncovered
some barriers to KM. The original Harris Study (KPMG, 1998) into KM will be
examined to identify the drivers for implementing a system, giving some context to the
research. The KPMG (2002) report which used data from the Harris follow-up study
gives a brief overview of some issues considered barriers by management. Previous
research will conclude with Gabriel Szulanski's Sticky study of the reasons why
knowledge is not transferred.
Then the focus will change to question the existence of a Knowledge
Management language shared by all participants and therefore accepted tenninolog; in
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the area, followed by the definitions used in various literature for KM and knowledge.
The examination of barriers, identified or perceived, will follow the definitions. This
section will also cover the main issues raised in the literature concerning the possible and
identified concerns and causative factors for KMS "failure". The review will conclude
with a look at the Internet as a knowledge management tool and the possible value that
can be placed on the contributions to a system where most authors are unknown and
untraceable.

Defining Knowledge Management

Knowledge exists within any organisation. Knowledge Management (KM) seeks
to capture that knowledge for the organisation's future benefit, disseminate the
knowledge and use it to create further knowledge. KM was defined by Scannell and Krill
(1999) as "creating, organising, and distributing knowledge" but this definition fails to
give credit to the fact that knowledge is already in existence within all organisations as a
continuous production from each relational process. The use of a KM system may
enhance the creation of knowledge, but broadening the definition to include capture of
existing knowledge would make the definition more accurate. Alexander et al (1991,
p317) defined knowledge as " ...refers to an individual's personal stock of infonnation,
skills, experiences, beliefs and memories". This description seems very fitting on a
personal level, however on a business level knowledge is more contextual. A knowledge
repository is specific to a topic and would hold the facts (information) on a subject plus
a subjective dialogue on the tacit (personal) knowledge of individuals involved in the
topic. For the purpose of this study the term knowledge within the business context
will be a combination of the above definitions.
Karl Sveiby, (2004) acknowledged as a founder of KM, ponders the term
Knowledge Management, stating he does not believe knowledge can be managed. Wilson
(2002, pl3-14) quotes other well known authors such as Drucker and Katzer, who also
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question whether it is possible to manage knowledge which is increasingly less of a finite
substance and more a relational production. In this study these doubts are acknowledged
but a redefinition of knowledge management is considered out of the scope of this thesis

KPMG Knowledge Management Research Report 1998

A research report on Knowledge Management released by the KPMG
Management Group (1998) was based on a study by Harris and highlights research
analysis which underpins the framework for this report. Harris based his 1998 research
on input from senior management in 100 UK companies with annual turnovers exceeding
£200 million (KPMG, 1998, p5). The KPMG report was selected for special interest as
it is a comprehensive statistical report of findings from one of the few studies into
Knowledge Management. The twenty page report examines the current state of KM
(1998), the costs of failing to manage knowledge, outlines the drivers for a need to
manage knowledge, the cost of ignoring KM, and the failure of companies to integrate
KM with other company systems, such as Internet access.
The Harris study identified the most important drivers for the installation of a
knowledge management system as improving profits (51%), defending market share
(42%) and cost reduction (39%), i.e. they were financial drivers. The report found that
knowledge management was transforming the organisation for only 10% of adopters
who responded. This was a poor response that calls for investigation into the reasons
behind the lack of results or barriers to full utilisation.

KPMG Knowledge Management Research Report 2000

The Harris report was updated in 2000 by KPMG (KPMG, 2000), again
utilising Harris to collect the quantitative data, this time from 423 organisations across
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the UK, Europe and US, The objective was to determine any changes in attitude in the
intervening period. The finding was that the majority (64%) were actively pursuing KM
and the report claimed that those companies with a KM strategy were in a better
competitive situation than their counterparts in the study which had declined to install
KM. The 2000 report (p5) noted the organisations were failing to grasp the significance
of cultural and employee considerations in their KM systems. This was highlighted
further in the report: "In short, the people and process issues had not been as well
addressed as the IT ones." (pl9).
The drivers for the KM system were found to be 32% at board level and 41%
from senior management. Problems encountered by knowledge system users were
categorised and clearly showed that the lack of time to participate and the overload of
information were the key factors for the knowledge workers. The major reasons given
by management for the failure of the systems to provide the expected benefits were a
lack of involvement by the knowledge workers due to communications issues, that were
not specified, and the KM system was not integrated into daily work practices.
The report concluded that organisations still had considerable groWid to cover in
becoming knowledge organisations, that their reported levels of involvement did not
stand up to scrutiny, and that HR issues and internal communication lines required
further commitment to ensure a holistic approach.
As with the first report by Harris, the main criticism that can be aimed at this
report is that once again the management perspective was the focus, reports on
employee failures were anecdotal. An approach that involved the actual knowledge
workers may have uncovered the reasons why the uptake of the KM systems was slow
and fraught with resistance. The report seems to imply that the organisations seek to
disguise their issues rather than conduct an in-depth examination of the problems from a
worker's perspective.
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Sticky Knowledge- Barriers to Knowing in the Firm

Szulanski (2003) conducted research into the question of why knowledge is not
transferred, perfonning 4 case studies in major corporations. The data was then
categorised to produce a list of barriers to the transfer process. The impact of
management styles on the transfer process was a noted issue, and the unit of study was
transfers that required the coordination of many participants, omitting the data from
individual transfers. The rationale for this decision was not clarified, and the impact of
differentiating the transfer participant involvement level may render the study
inappropriate for comparison with this study. However, the study itself involves
barriers to KM and therefore must be reviewed for possible correlations.
The predictors of stickiness (barriers) were rated against 4 defined stages of the
transfer process, with the highest overall rating given to Causal Ambiguity (p53). The
predictors were classified relative to the source and the recipient with much emphasis on
the motivation levels and the ability of the recipient to incorporate the knowledge. The
main focus appears to be on the inter-relationships between management and knowledge
workers, and the owners and receivers of knowledge.
An interesting outcome of the study was that the second highest rating was given

to the fact that knowledge was unproven, that is the recipients were unlikely to accept
the knowledge unless it was already proven. The subjectivity of this value placed on the
knowledge brings the focus back once again to personal relationships as being the main
inhibitor or enabler of the sharing ofknowledge.
In a formal KMS the knowledge is often regarded as proven if it exists within the
system as the recipient then has tangible evidence of the knowledge. Formal systems in
large corporations contain such wealth of knowledge that the users are often unable to
determine the value beyond the critique of fellow knowledge workers. The relationship
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issues uncovered by Szulanski exist more in the upper management levels of
corporations and in smaller enterprises where knowledge transfer is more personal.

Shared Language

A common language among knowledge management writers was not apparent
during the research of the literature. Alexander, Schallert and Hare (1991) have addressed
this issue from the perspective of education however a "business specific" set of
definitions appears to be lacking. A common language would have resolved the
problems encountered in the pilot study where knowledge, intelligence and data
warehousing were being used interchangeably by some interviewees. Ironically the
strength of such an approach to this study may be the conflicting perceptions and
multiple perspectives of the interviewees that assists in revealing the conceptual
confusion within such an emerging concept.

Barriers to Usage

The barriers identified in the pilot study and the KPMG research reports were
the focus for further literature searches. The main issues to be covered are: time
restraints; tools and training in their usage; reward systems; maintaining context;
management ownership; and the relevance of failures as part of the organisational
knowledge base.

Time Available to Use the System
Little of the available literature has focused on identifying the barriers
encountered in implementing and running a repository. However, some barriers were
identified in different sources. A survey on knowledge management implementations
conducted by the Cranfield School of Management in 1997 (KPMG 1998, pl6)
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suggested that the barriers to knowledge systems are personal and cultural. However,
the findings of the Harris study (KPMG) were that the main barrier (49%) was in
finding the time to participate. It is perhaps reasonable to be cautious of the outcomes
of the Harris study on the basis that the statistics indicate that most of the organisations
studied were in the planning stage, actual implementation had not taken place, therefore
the barriers were based on expectations. Time would indeed be expected to impinge on
knowledge sharing efforts while the system is not yet fully implemented and the users
are still coming to terms with the encouragement to dump their collective knowledge.
Time constraints could only be considered as a barrier in a fully operable system where
the participants are comfortable with, and have explored, the system. At that point time
constraints would be due to reasons other than Jack of system familiarity.

KM Tools and Appropriate Training
Knowledge generation without sharing is of no value to an organisation. This is
both an issue of organisational culture, organisational learning and system integration. A
knowledge base or system will act as a repository and dissemination centre for the
knowledge however the contents need to be extracted, interpreted and applied (Ruggles,
1997, p6). Tools are required to organise, or map the knowledge for rapid retrieval of
relevant information and effective use of knowledge tools requires training.
Ernst and Young (1999) are at the forefront of knowledge management research
in the business world and creators of some of today's powerful tools. They see the
knowledge tools as assisting them to "do what we have always done... at a bigger scale".
This is contrary to the views of some of their tool users who see themselves as doing it
differently, smarter. Hewlett-Packard (HP) (Davenport, 1999) questions the relevance
of the old information management techniques to knowledge management.
A lack of understanding of the chosen tool can inhibit utilisation. Suma (1999)
identifies poor response times and lack of training as the chief reasons why participants
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fail to fully adopt the knowledge management move. Poor response times are usually an
indicator that the system designer has chosen the wrong tools for the situation and while
they are in themselves a barrier to usage, the problem can be designed out of the system.
Lack of training is also an understandable barrier given the recent development of
the tools and therefore the small pool of resources to conduct training. Training that is
focussed on tool usage without covering the limitations such as expected response times
was an issue uncovered during the pilot study. Users were complaining of poor
response times however a review of the actual response times revealed the delay for a
search was usually as short as 2 to 5 seconds. An understanding of the technology
would assist in eliminating inappropriate expectations.

Reward Systems/Incentives
Incentives were an issue raised by some writers that did not register a response
in the pilot study. Davenport (1999) from HP noted organisation (structure) and culture
as not only the barriers but also the facilitators of knowledge sharing. Incentives were
given to participants in a knowledge system but the system facilitator suspects that
without the incentives the usage would drop. Intra-unit sharing was common but interunit sharing was not within the culture, due in part to lay-offs. Nonetheless HP remains
committed to the advancement of knowledge management.
Garvin (1993, p59) repeatedly refers to the need for an incentive system that
rewards risk-taking to ensure successful implementation of a knowledge system. An
alternate view is that ofNonaka and Takeuchi (1995) who perceive knowledge transfer
as a process that requires management by promotion of behaviours that induce sharing.
This would require a paradigm shift, not only for the managers but also for the
employees. Their view highlights the complex and critical relationship between changing
organisational cultures, structures and systems. Garvin (1993, p52) perceives
universities and consulting firms in particular as failing to make the paradigm shift to the
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extent required for KM to move an organisation to the Learning Organisation stage.
Integrating KM systems without similar cultural change may result in limited benefits.
From this perspective the essence of Garvin's argument is that KM systems should be
the result of organisational structural and culture change rather than a tool to drive such
change.
The Ernst and Young model of incentives for knowledge sharing was discussed
by Hansen, Nohria and Tierney (2000) as an option for organisations using the
codification model of knowledge management. The annual performance review, based on
contributions to the KMS, relies heavily on accurate recording of contributions and the
identification of re-use of knowledge which can be open to manipulation by the
knowledge workers.

Keeping the Context/Integrity
Some writers look to the relationships between participants for the barriers to
sharing or to value in the knowledge shared. Ruggles (1997, p9) states that there are
three main barriers to knowledge sharing which are the temporal, spatial and social
distances between the participants. In other words, that knowledge on a repository is of
greater value when captured quickly, then retrieved by a person close in organisational
structure and global situation to the originator. This would imply that an international
company with a varied skill base would have difficulty sharing knowledge, that it would
lose context and shared meaning between sites. These circumstances can be very limiting
however there are knowledge mr.nagement tools available to reduce the effects of these
perceived barriers. For example Knowledge Insight is a search engine that is concept,
rather than word, driven. An Intelligent Agent builds a profile of the user which is then
used to search for the specific requirement within the context of the user's profile.
Dynamic glossaries are another excellent example of handling the difficulties of
terminology barriers.
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The Relevance of Failure
Tracking the lessons learned in an organisation is one of the KM issues raised by
Sengc (1999, p418) as the ''challenge of diffusion" in which he notes the difficulties in
recording the lessons and in utilising the material gathered. The personal and emotional
issues between team members were identified as possible causes, including distrust,
isolation, and competitiveness.
The question of what is appropriate for inclusion in a knowledge base was an
interesting issue raised by informants in the pilot study. Reference was made to the
value of sharing failure as well as success. Garvin (1993, p63) refers to the importance
of including failures in a knowledge system for a production site and the input from the
infonnants in the pilot study indicate that the issue is significant to business in general.
Argyris ( 1991) argues that successful people do not acknowledge their failures because
they cxlernalisc the problems and therefore never learn from the mistakes.

Internet Contributions
While reviewing the available literature the most common of all knowledge
systems, the Internet, was examined. One message board contained an invitation (Jones,
1998) to comment on why the knowledge systems respondents had access to were not
successful. 'fhe replies covered incompatible cultures; trust; lack of rewards for sharing
while rewarding for individual perfonnance; inconvenience; and technological problems
(response time, user interface, accessibility). These responses were interesting however
the motivation of the respondents, and the credibility of their evidence cannot be
weighted or valued.
Professor EmerihJs T.D. Wilson from Sheffield University (2002) posted a 39
page report on his critique of KM including journal literature, web sites, and the unit
contents of KM based units in business schools. Wilson concluded that KM "rests on
two foundations: the management of infonnation ...... and the effective management of
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work practices.". He believes the culture required for effective KM is utopian and
unattainable as businesses will shed human resources whenever market conditions are
unfavourable. Wilson then went on to question the incentive to share knowledge when
maintaining or improving your job prospects are dependent on your knowledge. The
report suggested that a move away from the Harvard based business model of culture
was required, a move to a culture that demonstrated understanding of human motivation
was more appropriate.
During the analysis of web sites targeting the KM field, the report raises the
issue that the major consultancy companies are the main propagators of KM papers and
their position is not objective (p 18) due to their business connections with the various
hardware companies. An analysis of the business practices of the consultancies
suggested the consultancies themselves were not utilising KM to the level they were
recommending the business world should.
Wilson's (2004) research demonstrates that although he is an IT academic his
interest has been the human side of the IT interface, mainly infonnation overload and
knowledge seeking behaviours. His analysis of the web based KM literature
demonstrates that many web sites have simply

re~titled

old pages as KM (p23-24)

papers when their subject matter was originally infonnation management, perpetuating
the belief that KM is about IT.
Sveiby's (2004, p2) web site also reinforces a focus on the people management
side ofKM, describing a knowledge focussed strategy as:
Managers implementing knowledge focused strategies tend to invest in people,
training, trust, management education and to make the office environment more
attractive and conducive to communication. Because the primary focus is on
creating better environment for people the effect will be improved creativity,
innovation, knowledge creation. This is to seek effectiveness.
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The web as a knowledge resource is vast, permitting access to a range of
products such as papers, electronic copies of journals, and web sites of leading identities
in the knowledge management movement. The value of contributions on the web other
than those of academic web sites can be questioned with regards to the motivation for
the material, and the unidentifiable networks of organisations behind, and influencing,
various commercial sites.
As part of the literature review the researcher made many attempts over a 6
month period to contact any individual from the Sveiby site, vie email and phone. AU
attempts failed to elicit either an acknowledgement or a meaningful response. The global
reach of the web masks the distance with which corporations and individuals can isolate
themselves from readers, and from the responsibility that usually accompanies
published documents. There is an irony in the inability of such knowledge management
sources to fully inform this study.

Literature Review Conclusion

The literature regarding Knowledge Management fails to reach consensus in
many areas such as definition of terms used, and causative factors in KM failure. The
review has covered the literature that pertains to the context of this study, which is KM
barriers in the business environment. The barriers identified in the literature do not cover
the breadth of response received in the pilot study, and often do not fully identify the
source, such as a survey. The survey's and studies conducted appear to have been
quantitative in approach and therefore may not have elicited the full range of responses
from knowledge workers.
Focus in the literature was on the problems of inducing people to share
information and the paradigm shift required for both management and knowledge
workers for lhis to happen. Tools were discussed lightly, but not from a user's
perspective. Wilson's (2002, p12) analysis of the available literature in journals found
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that the majority of papers are contained in special issues, suggesting the topic has yet
to reach maturity and become mainstream.
To date literature on the subject of knowledge management systems has been
lacking in focus on the underlying reasons for failure in tenns of poor participation in
the systems. Focus has been from a management perspective rather than a user's
perspective. There are references to possible reasons for failure but they are at times
contrary and lack supporting evidence from fonnal studies. The barriers need to be
identified in order to remove them or at least mitigate the outcomes. The literature lacks
a qualitative study with a focus on users to illuminate participation barriers to KM
system use. It is evident from the previous research that this emphasis upon the cultural
interface has been lacking in most hands off system focussed studies.
To follow:
Chapter Three will now address the Theoretical Framework underlying this
study, including the basic assumptions that were made prior to the study, the
conceptual framework and the key research questions that arose during the process of
devising the framework. The subsidiary research questions that arose, and could not be
ignored, will also be covered then the relationship of the questions to the research
activity will be examined. Chapter Three should satisfY the reader that the study is
based on solid grounds, and that the researcher has continually questioned the
relationships and relevance of the study.

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

36

CHAPTER THREE
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
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Chapter 3

Introduction
This chapter will cover the background to the research design, starting with basic
assumptions underlying the design, then describe the conceptual framework and the
relationship between the issues being addressed, finally stating the key research
questions and subsidiary research questions this study attempts to address. Chapter
Three is concerned with background to the framework that was used to generate the
research questions at the heart of this study. The next section will examine the basic

assumptions underlying this framework.

Basic Assumptions

Building the theoretical framework for research involves making assumptions
about aspects of the study, including the participants and the subject under observation.
These assumptions can influence the process and outcome therefore the identification of
the researcher's assumption prior to design of the process is required. This section will
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attempt to uncover the underlying assumptions of the research framework for this
study. The assumptions are summarised below and then explained in further detail.
I.

That there are variable patterns o~ engagement and interest in KMSs

2,

That the organisations in Perth are not unrepresentative of knowledge
based businesses in general

3.

That large organisations require the assistance of technology to manage
their knowledge

Patterns of Interest. The initial interest in the subject matter stemmed from the

observation that participants in a KMS displayed varying levels of interest in the
knowledge available to them through the system. Knowledge that would assist in
performance of a person's tasks was sometimes ignored in preference to anecdotal
knowledge from project members. It was assumed that this reluctance on the part of
some users was not attributable to the culture of the particular company being obsetved,
but due to the nature of the participunt's emphyment scenario. The pilot study
company used a mix of employment methods incorporating employees, international
visiting employees, contractors and consultants in each work team.
Perth Organisations. The assumption that organisations in Perth were not

unrepresentative of similar organisations world-wide stemmed from the fact that the
organisations under observation were the Western Australian anns of large multinational organisations. The people observed were of mixed nationalities, many had
experience working overseas for a variety of companies in the resource sector. It was
therefore assumed that they provided a sample of traits found in knowledge workers in
multi-national organisations.
Use of Technology. It was assumed that any multi-national organisation with

large numbers of knowledge workers would have to use information technology to
organise and manage the knowledge available to them on a day to day basis. Although
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Knowledge Management can occur without the assistance of technology, the size of the
organisations observed, and the organisations studied for this research, would have made
the effective and efficient sharing of knowledge across international borders difficult, if
not impossible, without the assistance of technology.
These assumptions are fundamental to the research process described in this
report. They indicate the importance of undertaking research to explore the issues
underlying the inconsistencies in the use of a KMS by knowledge workers, and the
possibility that outcomes from such a study might have wider application. The next
section continues by describing the framework built on the assumptions.

Conceptual Framework

Having discussed the assumptions that underlie the study, this section will
examine the framework on which this research is based. A study of current literature
subsequent to these initial observations indicated that studies in the area of Knowledge
Management are usually conducted from the functional perspective of management, in
attempts to answer questions raised by management, often concerning business and
customer impact. The Harris and Ernst & Young studies are excellent examples of this
approach. As the basis of this research was the result of observation of knowledge

workers, and the exploration of organisational and individual impact, a functional
management centred framework was less appropriate. This indicated a framework
specific to this study was required, rather than one developed from previous research
studies in this area.
A pilot study was conducted to determine what the major issues were for the
knowledge workers under observation. Appendix A lists the results of the pilot study in
more detail. This Section is concerned with the themes that evolved from those results,
and were consequently used to create the conceptual framework for this research.
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The review of previous studies in the area and the pilot research activity
indicated that the critical issues and barriers associated with utilisation of a KMS can be
clustered into three categories. The framework for this study is based upon the barriers
to knowledge participation which can be categorised into Structural, Cultural and
Individual Perceptions.

Structural

Structural barriers are those imposed by the hard issues, the

structure of the organisation, the procedures in the work-place, the technology, the
explicit, tangible barriers. Structural issues can be modified by cultural factors.

Cultural

The term cultural barriers covers less tangible more implicit

problems and issues that impact on participation. This includes pressures due to multinational communications, and those pressures bought to bear in the workplace by
colleagues and management. Structural elements can impose on cultural issues.

Individual Perceptions The perceptual barriers are more personal, individual,
abstract, and can overlap into cultural or structural barriers. For example a perception
that management is manipulating the knowledge on the system may cause one employee
to experience reluctance to participate while another may feel challenged.
The barriers themselves, and the complex interactions between the barriers, form
the basis of the research questions. The apparent relationships between barrier
categories is diagrammed in figure 3.1.

Structural
Barriers

~
Figure 3.1

....

......
Perceptual
Barriers

Cultural
Barriers

~

Relationships Between Categories
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This diagram shows the symbiotic relationship between the structural and
cultural issues in the organisation which can inhibit or support the knowledge workers,
while the perceptual issues of the knowledge workers can be imposed by structural or
cultural issues but do not in themselves affect the structural or cultural issues.
These categories are not mutually exclusive, an element can cross categories. For
example "leaving out the negative experiences degrades the whole system" can be
perceived as a cultural issue in that the culture dictates the acceptability of including
negative experiences but is also perceptual, as what one individual considers a negative
experience is not necessarily shared across the organisation. It could also be classified as
structural if the basis of the decision lies in the management function, for example a
policy of not sharing infonnation that could be damaging if viewed by a competitor.
This could in tum become a cultural issue due to the trust and presst:re elements
introduced by the policy.

An alternate view of the relationships is demonstrated in figure 3.2 Qualities of
the Categories, where the three categories central to the conceptual framework are placed
in positions of influence. The dimensions of the structural and cultural components are
more easily identified and can overlap in some areas, while the perceptual components
are less visible, and influenced strongly by both cultural and structural components.

Figure 3.2

Qualities of the Categories.

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

41

The aim of the framework is not to produce mutually exclusive lines of inquiry,
but to provide three broad thrusts for investigation and analysis that will enable multiple
relationships to emerge from the data.
The rationale for this framework is fully explored in Chapter Four, figure 4.2 Sub Categories from Pilot Study, where the evidence of the pilot activity is explained in
greater detail. The next two sections of this chapter will continue this examination of the
framework by clearly stating the key and subsidiary questions that will be addressed by
the research study.

Key Research Questions

The conceptual framework for this study attempts to map the important issues
that affect knowledge workers as KMSs are introduced within organisations. In each of
the three conceptual areas of the conceptual framework Key Questions emerged for this
study from the pilot experiences, and the review of previous studies. Other factors that
might also impact on behaviours and provide suggestions for further areas of inquiry
were categorised as the Subsidiary Questions. This section will examine the key issues
that emerged from the framework.
Analysis of the literature review and pilot study, together with observations in
offices using knowledge management systems led to the formulation of some questions
about the barriers encountered or ra,ised by users of the systems. The key research

questions centre around the three emerging categories of: Structural, Cultural and
Perceptual barriers.
Kl

What forms of organisational structure facilitate or inhibit the usc of KMSs

K2

What elements of organisational culture facilitate or inhibit the integration of
and participation in the KMS(s).
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K3

How do individual perceptions about the value, use or misuse of knowledge
within the organisation impact on usage of KMSs.
Having identified the key questions to be addressed by the research, other

interesting issues arose which became the subsidiary questions.

Subsidiary Research Questions

The subsidiary research questions are those that support the key questions or
draw out issues that clarify and focus the collected data. The subsidiary research
questions to be addressed are:
SI

What other factors can be identified that support/refute the claims of current
literature.

S2

What other factors can be identified that offer new insights into the barriers to
KMS(s)

S3

What encourages/discourages participants at a personal level.

From Design to Implementation
The next chapter, Chapter Four, will relate the design of the research, including
the rationale for the approach, the focus of the data, the process employed to analyse
the data, ethical standards, resources, and the limitations of the study. Chapter Four
should assure the reader that the researcher has carefully considered the most
appropriate method of research for this objective, has examined the ethical issues
concerned in the study, and has addressed the key issues in designing any academic
research project.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH DESIGN

.

Workplace
Obse!Vation

Literature
Review

_L

'

Theoretical
Framework
(Research
Questions)

~

Research
Design

the Research
o,.
---. Collection ~ Analysis
~ Questions

D'o

Addressing

Chapter 4

Pilot
Study

Introduction

The academic, theoretical and physical aspects of the research design phase of
the project arc the topics covered by Chapter Four. The chapter will describe the early
part of the project when the research methodology was being determined, the reasons
underlying the choice of paradigm, the factors that led to the method of data analysis,
and the more physical aspects of the project - the allocation of resources, including
timing estimates. As the choice of the most appropriate paradigm determined much of

the research design, the paradigm issue will be discussed first.

Choosing a Paradigm

The basic choice of paradigm for this study was between qualitative or
quantitative research. The choice of paradigm was dependent on factors such as the type
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of study required to elicit appropriate data, the purpose of the study itself, and the
focus of the data collecter.l by the study. The researcher conducted a trial study, the
pilot study outlined in Appendix A, using qualitative data after considering the options
and the benefits of open data collection. At the commencement of this study the
researcher re-visited the question of paradigm choice and decided to continue with the
qualitative approach for reasons which will be detailed in the following sections of this
chapter. First the type of investigation will be defined, then the arguments against a
quantitative approach will be outlined, the purpose of the study will be examined, then
the focus of the data will be discussed. The section will finish with a summary of the
decision to usc a qualitative approach.

Type of Investigation
The pilot study and the literature review revealed that information about the
barriers to effective knowledge management was scant, and what existed was mainly
personal theorisation and observation rather than formal study. Therefore, this
investigation needed to uncover material that might assist in identifying the major issues
involved in effective usage of a KMS. The data captured needed to be broad rather than
focussed, and explorative rather than seeking to answer specific questions.

Reasoning Against a Quantitative Approach
The main thrust of a quantitative approach is to measure or quantify specific
components of a field of study. The requirements_of this study could not include
measurement of any phenomena as the field was emergent, there was little categorisation
of variables established, and therefore a quantitative approach did not seem appropriate
(Hussey & Hussey, 1997, p12). Quantitative research also requires the preparation of
questions or codes by which to quantify. As the study of knowledge management
systems is relatively new, and the literature review did not identify any previous studies
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based on the user's perspective, a quantitative approach may be considered
inappropriate as there was little published material on which to base definitive
questions. Finally, quantitative research requires a large sample size to improve
generalisability (Hussey, p54), however the organisations with mature knowledge
management systems in Australia arc few in number. A large sample size for this
research would not have been possible therefore any attempt to conduct quantitative
research would have been heavily flawed.

Choosing Subjectivism
The selection of a subjectivist (insider) approach over an objectivist (outsider)
was based on the need to elicit responses from individuals based on their unique
perspective of their issues with a KMS. A subjectivist approach allows the researcher
the flexibility to elicit issues

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to illuminate the barriers to effective use of a KMS,
using exploratory research. The study utilises grounded theory to analyse the data and
identify the emerging patterns. The objective of this basic research is to elicit personal
barriers to participation on a KMS, from a variety of experienced users of such a
system. The intent was to find a simple set of issues that would increase the
effectiveness of an organisation's KMS, and to identify the issues an organisation
considering a KMS would need to explore. Figure 4.1, Establishing the Dimensions of
the Issues, attempts to place the pilot studies emerging categories into perspective with
regards to an organisation's ability to identify and address the types of issues that could
arise in these categories. This diagram provides a framework for recognising the
complexity and assessing the utility of concepts emerging from this study.
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The diagram positions the categories within the dimensions to describe their level
of tangibility, from tangible to intangible; the ability of an organisation to modify the
barriers once identified, from easy to difficult; and the expected time frame for the
organisation to identify the barriers, implement a strategy, and then achieve an
identifiable change in behaviours of knowledge workers.
The structural barriers would be more tangible and therefore easier to identify
and address. The cultural barriers would be less tangible but could be elicited by
studying the culture and employing change management techniques to bring behaviours
into alignment with the knowledge objectives. However, the perceptual barriers, whose
effects may be relatively tangible, can be based in beliefs that are intangible, difficult to
identify or elicit, and time consuming to address.

Quick Fix

T
A
N

TIME FRAME

Long Term

Cultural Barriers

G
I
B
I

L
I
T
y

·BRrriers
Difficult

Easy

ABILITY TO MODIFY BARRIERS

Figure 4.1

Establishing the Dimensions of the Issues
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This study therefore explores these categories with the intention of identifying
the main specific issues within each category which, if addressed early in the move to a
knowledge based business, would assist an organisation to maximise the effectiveness of
its KMS. It was therefore important to ensure that the participants in the study were
able to freely express their issues in each category. In particular the category of
Individual Perceptions could not elicit meaningful data if the researcher were to guide the
participant through the issues, the underlying emotions had to be explored.
The study therefore required the in depth and rich investigative approach of a
qualitative approach to illuminate the complex inter-relationships of structure, culture
and perceptual barriers. This underpinning framework of the study also highlights the
need for a semi-structured interview format in order to cover all categories, while
allowing the participants to express the issues in a natural progression that mirrors their
own experience of knowledge management systems.

Focus of Data
The focus of the data, or the unit of study, employed for this research is
twofold. The basic unit, as describer by Hussey & Hussey (1997, p 122), is an
individual, a knowledge worker with experience of at least 3 years working with a KMS.
However, the data was collected from 3 organisations so that issues which could be
attributable to the organisations might become apparent during analysis. Therefore the
secondary focus of the study was the organisations that utilise K.MS technology.
A positivistic study would require more than a small cluster of individuals from
three organisations to provide sufficient material for a statistical study, therefore a
phenomenological approach was implied by the focus upon three clustered case studies
The design therefore fits the category of a multiple, comparative, embedded case study
as described by Yin (1994).
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Choosing Qualitative
A contributing factor in the choice of a qualitative approach was the researcher's
prior experience with quantitative research. When confronted with a questionnaire
requiring a choice from limited array of responses, the intuitive response is often not
included and therefore a best-fit choice is made. Best fit choices inhibit the ability of a
researcher to identifY emerging issues or to elicit meaningful data in an explorative study.
In this study gaining participant experiences and meanings was paramount.
Eventually the choice of qualitative over quantitative research was a matter of
default due to the restrictions imposed on the study by the lack of previous similar
research, by the small sample population, the availability of adequate units for a
statistical study, and the need for explorative research to elicit information rather than
the generation of codes to quantifY a phenomena.
The paradigm chosen for this research was phenomenological 1, a qualitative
study using a semi-structured approach to data collection, with a subjectivist approach
and a grounded theory base to the analysis.

However this research approach was

constructed upon and underpinned by the findings of a pilot study

Pilot Study

This section describes the pilot study which provided the initial categories for
the framework the research activity is based on. This study will leverage from the
insights gained during that pilot study which was conducted prior to commencement of
this research process and provided valuable input to the design phase.
The pilot study involved interviews with KMS users from 3 international
resource industry companies, across 5 countries. The data collected gave a broad view of
1

The researcher's subjectivist approach aligns with Burrell and Morgan's (1967, p2832) Interpretive Paradigm, the Sociology of Regulation (Locke. 2001).
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the areas of concern to the users. The main points raised provided prompts for
questions in this research. In summary the results of the pilot study indicated the main
area of complaint was the structure and management of the repository itself rather than
the organisational structure. Appendix A details the pilot study responses by category.
The responses were broken down into 161 individual comments and categorised.
When the responses were reviewed it seemed they were fitting into sub-categories that
had not been previously identified in the study. The new view (figure 4.2) gave a clearer
vision of the issues considered important to the informants. The emerging categories
provided a guide of areas to cover in the data collection phase of this research. The
emerging categories of structure, culture and individual perceptions are at the heart of
this research design, providing the framework for the subsequent protocols.
The most discussed issues were the repository itself, (figure 4.2, item 4.2.1) the
management of the knowledge system (4.2.2) and issues revolving around training
(4.2.4) which included paradigm shifts considered vital to its effective use. The paradigm
shifts were placed under the training sub-category due to the opportunity for training
sessions to identity the shift the users required and commence the process.
The next most noted comments were about the value of their contributions and
those of others, followed closely by time related issues. Time issues covered response
time, time to contribute, and time wasted through problems encountered and quality of
contributions. The results clearly indicated that previous thoughts on the barriers to
KM may be failing to capture the issues most important to these users. Perhaps the
quantitative approaches have driven the research outcomes toward predefined categories
rather than an analysis of cultural issues. Swna came closest to the criteria identified in
the pilot study by identifying poor response time and lack of training. However the
pilot study indicates that the structure of the repository, the tools available and the
repository management were the major issues to knowledge workers.
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Figure 4.2

Sub Categories from Pilot Study

The results did not fit the common barriers listed in the literature as "causative
factors" in the failure of knowledge systems. However, clear themes were identifiable
which were followed-up in this study to determine the factors which require addressing
by a business in order to fully utili::e its knowledge system investment.

Target Population and Sample

The previous sections have justified the conceptual approach of this study and
indicated that the focus is upon individuals as units of analysis, clustered within
comparable yet distinct organisational cases. This section is concerned with the selection
of participants for the research, jncluding the population, the sample size, the criteria for
selection of individuals, and the rationale for using a purposive and revelatory sample.
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The Target Population

The target population consisted of the workers and management in Western
Australian (WA) organisations that had implemented an IT based knowledge
management system with mandatory participation by all staff and management. The
target population did not included organisations that had recently commenced a
knowledge initiative.
The WA organisations were considered to be a bounded population due to their
remote location from other cities. An IT based KMS was a critical part of the research
requirement as explained in previous chapters. Recent initiatives were discounted due to
the lack of experience on the part of the users. It was felt that experienced users would
have more to offer the research in the way of insights and reflections.

The Sample

There was no attempt within such a qualitative design to seek a random sample
from which broad conclusions might be drawn. The sample was drawn from
organisations for the purpose of exploring a range of perceptions on different sites and
revealing the diversity that lay within organisational experience. However, to gain such a
sample, basic criteria for selection were devised. To be considered for the sample
organisations were required to have a minimum of 2 years exposure to a KMS of some
description. Finding mature knowledge businesses in WA with users willing to
participate was a difficult task for a number of reasons such as
I.

organisations with a KMS do not always publicise the fact to their users

2.

a KMS can be expensive and open to criticism from stakeholders

3. there is an infrastructure requirement to a KMS that medium size
organisations could find prohibitive
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Due to issues of confidentiality with

organisations discussing the

implementation of a knowledge system, the sample was selected by identifying users
with a minimum of 2 years exposure to a KMS, and then requesting their participation
in the research from their manager. Initially there were 5 organisation approached but the
final sample came from 3 of those organisation. The sample was drawn from knowledge
workers in a consulting firm in Perth and from two prominent international
organisations. The target for interviews within the organisational sample was 12-18
semi-structured interviews, supplemented by observation and record scanning.

Data Analysis

As the study would produce mainly narrative qualitative material and was not
based upvn predetermined hypotheses, a grounded theory approach was taken to
maximise the usc of the unique empirical data gathered, after noting the advice of Kendall
(1999, p756) that a descriptive approach that is not intend to produce theory can end
after the axial coding, without proceeding to selective or theoretical coding.
The data was categorised, according to the emerging themes with the three focal
areas of the research. The approach followed the guidelines of Yin (1989) and Strauss
and Corbin (1990) who outline the methods for data analysis of qualitative data. The
analysis phase commenced with a thematic appro-.ch to the three main question areas to
build up a general summary picture. The transcripts were then subject to open coding to
enable concepts and categories to appear with related grouping of properties and
attributes. The third stage of the analysis comprised of an axial coding approach to
specific areas of the coded data in order to build up frameworks of relationships. This
involved placing responses on continual ranking process and tracing relationships
between concepts.
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The table, reproduced as Appendix E, generated from the coding process
demonstrates the weight of the category issues for each interviewee and each company.
The methods utilised for the coding were:
•

identification of key phrases from the interviews, generating 714
individual issues/statements

• repetitively hand coding the 714 phrases into categories and
subcategories
•

using an Excel spreadsheet to sort and count the codes with regard to
causal conditions, phenomenon, and context.

• a table to calculate the category issues by interviewee (Appendix E)
• hand mapping to diagram the categories to identify relationships between
categories and subcategories

Triangulation was achieved by the use of observation, reference to
documentation on the system usage, referral to experienced KM consultants for
comment, and

follow~up

meetings. Patterns of relationships between the critical areas

were mapped. The results were then

re~examined

with reference to the KM literature to

detcnnine the generalisability of the responses and uncover areas of contention.
During the data analysis phase concerns emerged about the underlying
assumptions, the issue of identification of usage of a KMS became a major question.
The observations of the companies were

re~examined

for evidence of structural

(management) issues and how they impacted on the responses.
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Limitations of the Design

The target sample size of 3 companies and 12-18

participants was small

however the research was intended to provide insights rather than represent a
population. The research focused on organisations which are undergoing unique and
leading edge activities. The overall population was therefore both small and difficult to
access in reality.
A semi-structured approach to interviewing introduces problems of maintaining
focus during the interviews and ensuring all areas are considered. This was addressed by
using the instrument described in the subsequent chapte; to ensure there was geneml
direction which enabled participants to employ the framework for discussion.
The research was based in West Australia and intended to be relevant to
businesses in Perth. As it is a student study for an honours degree there were resource
limitations to consider as organisations with an implemented mature KMS are not
numerous.
The research does not address the different types of KMSs as the focus was
primarily in structural and cultural issues of use and not technical appreciation of the
tools and systems.
The study does not focus on knowledge creation , creativity and learning cultures
in the broad sense but on KMS as a tool for such developing organisational cultures and
as part of organisational change.
The subject of organisational sensitivity was raised in the site selection process.
One site agreed to participate in the study then decided it would be prudent to
reconsider their situation as they had an exclusivity agreement with a software
manufacturer who had not as yet produced a viable KM tool for the market.
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A KMS research and development site was selected, pennission obtained, and
initial discussions conducted. The site was promising from a research aspect as the users
had access to leading edge technology and a high level of expertise. However, prior to the
first interview, the manager of the KMS requested access to the instrument as a
condition to permitting interviews to continue. This would have placed the interviewees
in the position of having prior knowledge of the areas of interest and may in tum have
impacted on their responses. A decision was made to forgo access to an interesting site
to maintain data integrity.
Tentative analysis of data took place during the interview phase. This may have
impacted on the subsequent interviews but as the interviewees guided the interviews the
impact should be minimal.

Summary

This chapter has indicated why a qualitative approach focussing on clusters of
semi-structured interviews is the most appropriate research design for a study that
seeks to illuminate user perspectives of the culture, systems and personal relations
associated with KM systems. The text has emphasised how the emerging design is
grounded upon the framework emerging from a previous pilot study. The rationale for
the unit of analysis and the criteria for selecting the target sample has been described.
The design fonns a multiple embedded case study with clusters of participants at each
site. Finally, the design has been

r~viewed

indicating both the potential limitations and

how they may be ameliorated. The next chapter will explore how the intent of this
design was operationalised. Underpinning this data collection process was a sound
ethical platform upon which the instruments and protocols were constructed as the
theoretical design met with organisational realities.
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CHAPTER FIVE
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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Introduction

Chapter Five, Research Methodology, describes how the study moved from
theory to operation of the design. The practical and ethical issues of actualising the
design arc reviewed, the various methods of data collection employed described, and the
relevance of the research activity to the research questions revisited.
Details of the selection of the companies and participants are followed by the

data collection phase, a discussion of the comparability, transferability and
dependability and reliability (Trochim, 2002) issues and the resource aliocation to the
project.

Ethical Standards

This section will cover the ethical issues of operationalising the design of the
study, and the ethical issues that arose during the research process. First it will describe
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the initial considerations prior to completing the research design, followed by the ethical
decisions imposed on the research and ethical issues faced by the researcher in
conducting the data collection and analysis phases of the research process.

Ethics in the research process
The ethical design of the study was based on the requirements of the university
and the recommendations of the various texts on qualitative research such as Sekeran
(1992) Hussey & Hussey (1997), Merriam (1998),Yin (1989), Cresswell (1994), Gay &
Diehl (1992), Zigmund (1997), and Strauss & Corbin (1990).
Addressing Zigmund's (1997, 64-75) concerns on ethics in business research
first, the participants were engaged in private behaviours in that they would not
normally expect to be under observation during their interactions with the KMS. The
obligation on the part of the participant to be truthful was not elaborated to the
participants. Each participant agreed to take part in the process according to the
University protocol, although they were not aware that secondary data collection would
involve reviewing records to compare against interviewee beliefs. While this may appear
to violate their right to know what information was being collected, the researcher
invoked the right to ensure the confirmability of the data collected. The right to privacy
was maintained during all phases of the research, with only the supervisor and the
researcher having knowledge of the identity of the organisations involved. At no time did
any participant indicate any desire to withdraw from the study.
During the pre-interview preamble the participants were informed of the
purpose of the study, and the university to which the researcher was aligned (Hussey &
Hussey, 1997, pp37-39), and the dignity of the participant was maintained at all times,
Merriam (1998, pp217-8) raised the issue of distortion of data during the data collection
and analysis phases. This was addressed by ending each interview with the researcher
recapping the main points raised by the participant and asking if the researcher appeared
Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

58

to understand the concerns raised by the interviewee. The protocol for the interviews
can be found in Appendix C.
The next section will consider the ethical issues that arose after the design of the
research, during the data collection and analysis phases.

Ethical Issues that Arose
While the research design attempted to cover issues of ethical conduct on the
part of the researcher and participants prior to commencement of the interview activity,
it was not possible to foresee all the issues that would arise during the research process.
This section will discuss some incidents and concerns that arose after the design phase,
during the data collection and analysis phases.
Primary Data Collection. At the commencement of the data collection phase
of the research, the individuals who had indicated they could provide data on their
organisation were contacted to establish a schedule of interviews. The first issue that
arose was that one of the original 5 organisations had sought advice on its participation
in the study and had decided to withdraw due to a conflict of interests. The IT
department at their international hr,.adquartcrs had signed an exclusivity contract with a
software supplier. The supplier lmd been unable to provide adequate software to meet
the needs ofthe basic KMS req'li,·r.:ments of the organisation, therefore the organisation
had purchased a system that was not appropriate to the tenns of the contract. The
organisation was concerned that the study would enable the supplier to identifY an issue
that could void the contract and decided to decline to continue.
The second issue that arose early in the data collection phase was also during the
scheduling of interviews. Another target organisation was involved in research and
design of knowledge systems. During the second contact prior to interviews they
requested formal submission of the interview instrument for examination prior to
interviewing personnel, as the organisation wanted to avoid discussing issues they felt
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were sensitive. The researcher concluded that pnor knowledge of the interview
instrument would place the organisation's participants in a different position to the
other participants. This had the ability to impinge on credibility issues and risk skewing
the data therefore the researcher dropped the organisation from the schedule.
The withdrawal of one organisation, and the ineligibility of another, left the
research with three organisations on which to base the study, instead of the initial five
organisations. Discussions on the advisability of continuing were held with the research
supervisor, and the outcome was a decision to continue, as three organisations would be
sufficient for a qualitative study.
The Primary Data Collection Phase also uncovered ethical issues raised by the
participants. A few participants, from companies A and C, had concerns about how the
data would be utilised, both by the researcher and by subsequent readers of the
infonnation, and about the possibility of faulty conclusions from the analysis of the
data. Company B and C participants expressed concern that the presentation of the data
may allow readers to identify the companies involved in the research.
The emotive reactions of2 participants gave cause for concern about the point at
which an interview should be terminated regardless of the participants' preference to
continue. One interviewee from company C wept at the relief of discovering that the
concerns they had about the KMS were included in the research instrument,
demonstrating that the issues were widespread and not specific to that organisation. The
researcher suggested they terminate the session at that point as the interview had
already produced valuable data but the interviewee fell it was important to continue, in
part to release the pent up frustrations. With no previous experience dealing with such
issues the researcher complied in the belicfthat continuation would be therapeutic.
Secondary Data Collection. Later in the research process, d'lfing the analysis
and secondary data collection phases, the researcher found evidence that suggested one
organisation was using the contents of the KMS in a way that was detrimental to the
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participants. The participants had discussed their suspicions about the intent of
management during the primary collection phase but the evidence to support their
suspicions was not discovered until later. The researcher decided that the collection of
the data was still valid, as it represented the interviewee's reality, but that doubts about
the apparent culture presented by the organisation should be highlighted in the report.

Sampling: Characteristics of Sample Companies

There were few companies in Perth that met the criteria of having a knowledge
management system in place for at least 2 years. The companies were selected on the
basis that the system in place was a genuine attempt at knowledge management and not
a document management system. A total of five companies were originally selected, for
reasons already detailed the final group contained 3 companies.
Table 5.1

Summary of Companies
Company A

Company B

Company C

Company C

Site 1

Site 2

Directive for
KMS

USA

England

England

England and
Local

Involvement in
implementation

None

None

None

High

Top Mngmngt
Leadership

Low

Exclusive

Medium

None

Reward System

Informal,
local

None

None

None

Industry Context

Consulting

Resources

Resources

Mining

Interview
Timeframe

Jan 2000 to

Feb 2000 to
Jun 2000

Mar 2000

May 2000 to

Mar 2002
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Follow-up
Interviews

Feb 2003 to
Nov 2003

Unable to
contact

Jun 2003 to
Aug2003

Sept 2003

The companies agreed to allow selection of the interviewees by the researcher
and to respect confidentiality of the data. This was a strong issue due to the recent
(within 3 years) acquisition of most systems and the companies' internal need for
information on the issues surrounding usage of the systems.

Sampling: Selection of Sample Employees

Epistemological Decisions
The

anti~positivism

approach taken in the research acknowledges the relativity

of the views and beliefs of the individuals. The grounds for knowledge were assumed to
be experience over a considerable period at the individual level, and a variety of
employment levels at the group level. The variety of employment levels should smooth
out any irregularities caused by individual loyalty to peers, or by reluctance to expose
activities contrary to company policies. The nature of knowledge work reduced the
employment levels eligible for the research activity as many clerical positions involving
usc of a KMS were orientated towards data entry type interactions, and did not provide
the range of exposure to the system required for meaningful data. Table 5.2 indicates the
role titles of interviewees.

Theoretical Sampling and Natural Groups
The research strategy chosen was Theoretical Sampling which requires the
research to actively select theoretically relevant groups (Glaser & Strauss, p58) as the
research progresses. The theoretical sampling in this research was modified due to
limitations in the population size, and therefore the samples chosen were finned early in
the data collection stage. The natural group that evolved for this research was restricted
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to participants with experience on a KMS, which limited the pool of available
participants.
Pre-interview meetings were held to ensure the interviewees were users of KMSs
with at least 2 years experience. The majority had 4 years experience. Some interviewees
had been involved since the inception of the KMS at the company, some had joined at a
later stage, some had prior experience with KMSs.

Table 5.2

Role Titles

Company A

Chief Knowledge
Officer
2 Senior Research
Officer

Company B

Company B

Site 1

Site 2

7 Project
Management
Officer

10 Special Project
Coordinator

12

II Consultant 3
from
Company A

13 KM Support
Officer

8 IT Contractor

Company C

KM
Manager

3 Senior IT Consultant 9 Mapping
Supervisor
4 HR Consultant

14 Mine Site
Supervisor

5 Auditor

15 Mine Site
Administrator

6 Senior Auditor

The selection of informants was not random due to the need to gather
information from people who have experience in the area of knowledge systems,
especially the usc of a Lotus Notes repository. Infonnants were selected from
knowledge workers who met the criteria of being a user of at least one knowledge
system for at least six months. The common factor linking the interviewees was the need
to perform at the leading edge of their field. This criteria was selected due to the
additional pressures that would bear on their experiences and therefore may yield deeper
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insights. Creswell (1994, pl48) discusses the need for "purposeful selection of
informants" when putting together an in-depth interview based study.

Interviews:
The study consisted of 13 in-depth recorded interviews, collected and
transcribed from 4 sites within WA. The interviews were semi-guided to ensure coverage
of the three categories and nine sub-categories identified in the pilot study, plus
additional prompts to ensure other issues covered in the literature but not the pilot
study were also addressed. A major example of this type of inquiry line is the issue of
rewards/incentives.
Observations:
Two sites permitted observation of individuals at all levels interacting with each
other and the KMS(s). The researcher recorded details on usage, attitudes, and
interactions. Particular attention was spent on determining when participants were
choosing not to record or reference events/dialogue/information. Clarification of the
underlying reasons was sought from participants in follow-up conversations.
One site, C, did not permit observation due to the high security nature of the
work involved. At this site the supervisors were interviewed to get another perspective
on the usage of the system. System recorded data on usage was viewed but could not be
copied or removed from the site.
Another site, 82, was prepared to permit observation but the culture of the site
was one of very tight self-control. After a short period {I hour) of observation the
researcher determined that the observations were not reliable due to the influence of coworkers and therefore was terminated. An interview was conducted with a previous
colleague of the workers who was able to compare some data and add a new perspective
to other data.
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At two sites it was possible to study usage statistics from the system. The
statistics were gathered on the usage rates of the participants and compared to the data
gathered during interviews. Infonning the participants of the intention to obtain
statistics on usage would defeat the purpose of obtaining the information, therefore
permission from participants was not sought.

Relationship of the Research Questions to the Research Activity

This section will examine how the primary research instrument was created from
the research questions outlined in Chapter Three. The research instrument was designed
by creating prompts from the results of the pilot study conducted prior to this study,
categorised to fit the Key Questions. The organisation of the prompts also supports the
requirements for the subsidiary questions.
The research questions provided a framework for the

semi~structured

interviews

and the categorisation of the information received. The instrument was divided into 3
basic categories to fit the research questions. Those categories were then broken into
main issues raised by the participants in the pilot study. For example the Cultural
category started with the Training prompt as that was the issue most important to the
pilot participants in that category. The interviews were conducted as open discussions,
with prompts were to ensure the participants had covered all areas considered to be of
interest to this research.
The instrument was then utilised by the interviewer to provide guidance for
ensuring coverage of all areas of possible concern raised by the literature and the pilot
study. Figure 5.1 displays a portion of the framework on which the interviews were
based. The relationship between the modes of data collection and the research questions
was based on the frameworK developed from the pilot study.
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The research framework indicated three areas of interest: structure; culture; and
personal perceptions. The research activity gathered data in these three areas through a
series of semi-structured interviews using a sample drawn from experienced knowledge
workers in three companies in Perth. The data was then examined and categorised
according to the framework. The next section will cover the actual data collection
process.

Training

IT training
KMS training (inc. paradigm shift)
Project specific training

Cultural

Mentoring
On-going training
Computer assisted training

Figure 5.1

Example of Interview Instrument Section

Operationalising the Research Instruments

A quantitative approach via questionnaires may miss vital insights due to the
restrictive nature of the answers. As knowledge management is a relatively new field a
qualitative investigation was required to uncover barriers that may not have been
identified in the literature or the pilot study. Wass and Wells {1994, p242) recommend
that questionnaires arc unacceptable as an instrument when the existing literature in an
area under stuJy is incomplete.
The problem of an apparent lack of a common language was neutralised by
avoiding a structured style with definitive questions and answers. A semi-structured
interview style provided the flexibility of allowing free expression of ideas and
experiences while allowing the interviewer, at the end of the session, to guide towards
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areas of interest that arc not covered spontaneously. Yin (1989, p18) states that "why"
is an ambivalent question in research that requires clarification and therefore qualitative
research is appropriate. Walker (1987) justifies the

in~depth

interview as the best

choice for a study in which the topic is complex, with the use of observation as a
complimentary tool for this circumstance.
During content analysis the data collected was categorised in the three specific
areas identified as being of interest. The data was then reviewed repeatedly to further
sub~categorise

the responses and identifY relationships. Drivers for the respondents usc

of the repository were also considered, such as: contributing to the Klv:I.S; awareness of
other activities in the organisation;

self~promotion;

need to appear to participate, etc.

fhe research activity focused on three main research instruments:
1. Interviews. The

in~depth

semi structured interviews were structured with a

multiple path network of questions and prompts to both enable the interviewee to guide
the discussion, and the interviewer to ensure maximum coverage. See figure 4.2 for an
example of a prompt stream.
2. Observation. The observation sessions took place at the office sites used in
the study under nonnal working conditions. Where possible the researcher was a
participant observer to avoid influencing work practices (Walker, 1987). The
participants were observed using the KMS and interacting with colleagues.
3. Documentary Evidence. Where possible, with the permission of the site
manager, the access records for the repository were examined to compare against the
beliefs of the participants.
Creswell (1994, p165) discussed the need for ethical considerations in planning
and conducting the interviews. Interview protocols were drawn up prior to interviews
which addressed the following issues:
•

Standardised interview environment
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• Pre statement to the interviewee about the project confidentiality
• Definition of Knowledge, KM and KMS to clarifY the area under study.
This document (Appendix B) was produced at the commencement of each

interview.
All interviews were conducted on a face to face basis. The advantage of this style
is interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee, providing flexibility in
adaptation of questions, clarification of answers, and the opportunity to observe body
language. The face to face style also introduces negative factors, including Joss of
anonymity, delivery of unintentional visual prompts/bias, etc (Sekaran, 1992, p 197).
The possible problems introduced by this method fail to outweigh the immense benefits
mentioned for this particular research, therefore face to face was the chosen method.
The interviews were

semi~structured,

with prompts rather than set questions,

covering the areas of structure, culture, and perceptions. Interviewees were encouraged
to talk outside of the set areas. Each interview commenced with a question on what the
interviewee defines as knowledge and how they identity a knowledge system from other
infonnation systems. This established a common point of reference to ensure
interviewer and interviewee were focused on the same issue. Differences between the
view held and the previously defined view were discussed when necessary. From this
point each interview took a path determined by the interviewee.
During the pilot study anecdotal evidence became an issue to be considered. The
pilot study was intended to be an exploratory study of individual's responses to the
issue therefore a decision was taken after the initial interview to discard responses that
were not of the first person. Jnfonnants were not warned of the inadmissibility of non~
personal evidence to avoid feelings of suppression. The same criteria was applied to this
research.
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Data Collection Procedure

The project commenced with selection of interviewees in consultation with
experts at the sites selected for study. The next step was to visit each of the sites
selected for the purpose of interviewing the informants. Some interviews required

pre~

interview meetings to establish credibility and confirm confidentiality prior to the
interview visit. Every interviewee was given a sheet explaining the research in basic
terms, to avoid distortion of data, and a background of the researcher. See Appendix C
for the full interview protocol utilised in every interview. During each interview a copy
of Appendix C was used to provide a data checklist and prompts where necessary. Each
interviewee was asked to set aside at least I hour for the interview, table 5.2 indicates
the actual length of each interview. The interviews were taped with the permission of
the interviewees, all interviewees gave permission for taping, however one session was
not taped successfully due to operator error. During every interview hand written notes
were taken to ensure backup for the tapes. Every set of notes and each tape were
marked with a code for the interviewee which identified the company involved and the
individual interviewee.
Towards the end of each interview, as the interviewee stated they had expressed
all their issues, the researcher went back over the notes, stating the perceived main
points of that interview, and seeking confirmation. Often the interviewees wanted to
expand on the main points to ensure the researcher understood the issues, and some
interviewees realised at this point that there were other issues important to them that
had not been discussed during the interview.
Interviews were then transcribed and the data was analysed using a grounded
theory approach to identify themes and further categories. The results were then

rc~

examined against the literature and further literature searches conducted. The report
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writing commenced during the data collection phase and continued throughout the
project.
Follow-up meetings were held with most of the interviewees, however some
interviewees were no longer available. The purpose of the follow-up meetings was to
detennine how their perceptions had changed since the original interviews and to discuss
any concerns they had about the project. The new data was included in the study, then
the report was completed and submitted. This process commenced in July 1999 and
concluded in May 2004.

Reflection on the Data Collection Process

The data collection phase was complex, involving pre-interviews, interviews,
post interview follow-up and secondary data collection where possible.

Pre Data Collection

Meetings or telephone discussions were held with interviewees to ensure they
met the criteria for selection. Any concerns they had with the study were discussed.
Some companies requested feedback em the data collected for the study. This was
discussed with interviewees at those sites. It was agreed that the companies would have
access to the thesis after completion and acceptance, but would not have access to the
raw data or to any material that may allow them to identify comments made by
individuals.
Some interviewees were reluctant to have the company identifiable from the
interviews, only 2 voiced concern that they did not want to be identifiable by company
management.
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Data Collection
The data collection occurred over a period of time due to constraints on the
researcher's time and the availability of the participants, including those who worked at
remote sites and were only available during trips to the head office.

Post Data Collection
Additional data was collected at sites where the researcher was permitted to
observe the environment, polices, and practices of the workplace. In some cases the
researcher was able to explore the knowledge systems in detail. No confidential material
was taken, the integrity of the systems was observed at all times. Some interviewees
preferred to demonstrate issues which led to further discussions and in some cases a
realisation by the interviewee that the issue did not really exist in the context in which
the interviewee believed it did. For example claims that infnrmation on usc of the system
was not freely available were unsupported when compared to the evidence of prominent
posters demonstrating in detail the actions the interviewee felt unable to complete.

Content Dependability and Credibility

Dependability of grounded theory research can be affected by changes in the
context of the setting (Trochim, 2002). The instrument, which was developed from the
conceptual framework as illustrated in Chapter Three, did not change through out the
study however the approach did alter in later interviews in response to the reactions in
earlier interviews. In particular participants were encouraged to use an interview room
rather than thl!ir desk due to the level of interference from the workplace environment.
Although this resulted in an inability for some participants to demonstrate their issues
on the system it was felt necessary to maximise the value of the material gathered.
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To ensure creditability of the data collected, each interviewee was asked at the
end of the interview to comment on the areas covered by the interview. The instrument
was placed on the table for the interviewee to review and they were asked to consider:

+ were all areas of concern covered;

+ were all aspects of topics covered;
+ were any relevant or related issues left undiscusscd;

+ did they have any further comments to make.
All

inte~viewees

felt that the instrument and the interview covered all issues and

some issues they had not considered. Each interviewee took this opportunity to express
their area of main concern, with most concerns being related to the management issues,
especially the need for management to accept the time cost of Knowledge Management
activities when considering performance of the individual.
One interviewee expressed his reaction to the instrument with: "Cool, how did
you manage to think up all this stuff' 83.

Resource Allocation

The resource allocation section will describe the actual spread of resources over
the duration of the project, with a time line for the major tasks performed on the
research. Looking first at the total resources for the project, there was I dedicated
researcher, working part time, who performed most of the tasks in this study. Other
resources included the research supervisor from Edith Cowan University who guided the
researcher; the resources of 3 companies in Perth used during the primary and secondary
data collection; the library resources used for reviewing the literature, which involved
many university libraries and web sites. Table 5.3 presents the main resources and the
method of employment during the research project.
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Table 5.3

Resource AllocHtion

Resource

Usage

Researcher- ECU student

The design and implementation of the research project

Supervisor from ECU

Guidance in efficient, effective and ethical research

Libraries- various

Access to material for literature reviews, and research
guidance

Internet

Access to material for literature reviews, and research
guidance, plus access to international libraries and data
sources.

Organisations- 3 in Perth

Usc of their facilities Io conduct data collection

Interviewees- 14 in total

Provided primary data and assisted in some secondary
data collection

Pilot Study

Used to build framework for the research

Technology- PC and
recording equipment

A PC for the planning, preparation, and report writing,
plus a tape recorder for interviewing

All costs involved in the project were met by the researcher. The proposed
resource allocation included the usc of professional contractors for the transcription of
the interview tapes, however the cost proved prohibitive and the researcher compiled
the transcriptions over an extended period.
The time allocated for the duration of the project was extended due to other
commitments by the researcher, and by the additional tasks that arose as the project
unfolded. Figure 5.2 presents the main tasks of the research in a time line for the period.
Many tasks were conducted on a part-time basis when the researcher's work
commitments pem1ittcd, or when it became possible due to the requirement to perfonn
some tasks prior to planning others.
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1999
Task
Organising access to data
Primary data collection
Transcription of tapes
Secondary data collection
Re-visiling participants
Review of new literature
Analysis
Resolving discrepancies
Report writing

Figure 5.2

2000

2001

JASONOJFMAMJJASONDJFMAMJAS

Time Line of Research

For example in Figure 5.2 th~ secondary data collection occurred over a period of
17 months, but the total time required to collect the data would have been
approximately 6 weeks if it had been possible to dedicate the necessary resources.
Secondary data requirements were identified during the primary data collection (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967, p47), and in response to the analysis of the primary and secondary

data, and therefore took place over much of the project. By comparison the primary
data collection was straight forward, requiring the arrangements to be in place and the
researcher to prepare for the designated interviews.

Concluding the Data Collection Phase

Analysis of the data was occurring throughout the data collection phase but the
major analysis leading to the findings was performed after the data collection was
completed. The next chapter, Chapter Six, will describe in detail the process of analysis
and the actual findings the research produced from the results of the repetitive and indepth analysis of the primary and secondary data.
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CHAPTER SIX
FINDINGS
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The process of data analysis required a further breakdown in the standard
diagram (above) to ensure the complexities of the process were adequately covered.
Figure 6.1 below demonstrates the process expanded to enhance understanding of this
chapter layout.
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Figure 6.1

The Data Analysis Process
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Chapter Six records the findings from the data collection phases described in the
Research Methodology. It covers the first part of the Data Analysis Process of figure
6. I, recording the intCiview material after breakdown into coded items. In this chapter
the data collection methods are reiterated, and the process used for data collection is
described, with reference to the applicability of each data collection method to each
company. The usc of data within the data collection process is described and discussed.
In the "Interview Findings" section an overview of responses is presented. This leads to
the breakdown of interview comments starting with individual definitions of KM
followed by the categorised comments. There then follows a comparison of the Pilot
Study data with this central research data, and subsequently with other studies.
The findings arc laid out in accordance with the instrument questions for clarity.
However, the instrument was semi-structured and the interviewees were able to move
from topic to topic according to their own ideas of logical progression on the subject
matter. That is, the comments from interviewees were not in the order suggested by the
appearance of the interview instrument. Therefore, the context of a comment may not be
obvious without information from the researcher. Where necessary, information required
to bring comments into context has been included.

The Instrument and Process

The instrument used in this research was developed as a result of a pilot study
conducted 6 months prior to this research. The full instrument used in this research is
included in the appendices. For the purposes of this chapter, a brief outline of the
instrument appears in figure 6.2 below . This outline will assist the reader to identify the
pattern of the report, and the areas covered by the interview instrument.

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

76

Repository & Tools
Stmcture

Management of the Repository

.-----1
Time (wasted)

Training (inc. shift in thinking)
Knowledge

Culture

F~--1

Peer Pressure
Improper Use of KM System

Management

Personal Reactions

Individual

Value ofContrihutions

Perceptions

The Audience
Credit for Contribution

Figure 6.2

Outline of the Instrument

The outline clearly demonstrates 3 major areas of investigation, which relate
directly to the research questions. There arc I0

sub~categorics

which arc used to

elaborate the intent of the research instrument. A further breakdown of the

sub~

categories into prompts used, when required, during the interviews can be viewed in
Appendix B. The prompts arc not considered a necessary level of identification as most
rcsearr;h issues were discussed by the interviewees without the researcher resorting to
the usc of prompts.
The data collection process was designed to ensure adequate data was obtained
for triangulation purposes. As stated in the methodology section, it was not possible to
usc all methods of collection at each company, and the weighting of the collection
methods changed in light of the amount of detail each company was willing to reveal to
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the researcher. Table 6.1 demonstrates the collection process and the degree to which
each phase applies to each company.
Table 6.1

Data Collection Method Usage

Data Collection Phases

Company
A

Company
B

Company

J.Number of interviews

6

4

4

2. Direct Observations

High

Medium

Medium

3. Examination of the KMS contents

High

Medium

None

Medium

High

Low

3

3

I

4. Discussions with various others
5. Follow-up conversations with interviewees

c

Company A access was fairly open, permitting in depth examination of ihe
KMS and the company policies and procedures. Company B access was detailed for
contents but not for policies and procedures. Company C was very protective of
information, there was no access to the system directly, only via an interviewee's
demonstration.
Follow-up conversations took place about 6 months after the interviews. Three
interviewees had left company A. Company C was going through a systems change that
consumed the time of the interviewees, leaving no one available for comment. One
interviewee was encountered outside of the workplace and the follow-up conversation
was brief.

Triangulation of the Data

This section looks at the outcome of gathering trianguhted data to determine the
accuracy of the data collected during the various interview, observation and record
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scanning phases. Triangulated data came from observation, physical examination of
policies, procedures, and repository databases, discussions with other employees, and
follow-up discussions with some interviewees. These were not discrete processes but
woven together during the data collection process.
During the initial interview process it was noted that some participants
contradicted their statements about work practices and about their personal reactions.
The issue of the veracity of the claims by interviewees was highlighted during
triangulation of the data. In cases where the contributions of the interviewees could be
identified there were discrepancies between the records of tb.e Knowledge Management
administration module and the answers of some interviewees. For example one junior
manager claimed to contribute regularly but there was no evidence of the manager ever
making a direct contribution. When pressed for a description of the submission process,
during the follow-up conversation, the interviewee admitted knowing the theory but not
participating in the submission process, while being a heavy re-cycler of knowledge. He
claimed a combination of Jack of time, and concern about the value of his own material
however the junior manager had conducted regular sessions among staff to promote the
need to submit everything that could possibly be of usc to other knowledge workers in
the organisation.
There were a number of incidents where an interviewee was discussing a facility
lacking in the particular company or Knowledge Management System, but the apparent
missing facility was located during searches. One example is the lack of a guideline for
submitting items to the KMS in company A. The notice board for the floor the
interviewee worked on had a poster outlining the process and detailing where to go for
in-depth infonnation. The poster was also on every door on the floor, in each amenity
block, and delivered to every employee's mail tray. The interviewee's comment on
hearing this was that the infonnation was over exposed and therefore ignored. In the
Knowledge Management System there was a repository for policies and guidelines,
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however the particular item could not be located. A quick questioning of other
employees revealed that poor awareness of the existence of the clearly identified poster
was widespread. Other facilities that tended to be difficult to locate for employees were:
policy statements, glossaries, and white pages. In short, company reference documents
were likely to fit this category of invisible aids.

Interview Findings

The details of the interview findings will be preceded by a brief analysis of
responses to the instrument categories, and an outline of the interview process with a
summary of the necessary variations to the process that occurred in response to issues
arising during early interviews. This will be followed by the responses elicited from
interviewees to the request to define the term Knowledge Management prior to
commencement of the interview. The responses arc then analysed by company.
The information collected during the main part of the interviews is then analysed
under the categories that formed the interview instrument. This will be followed by the
issues that arose during the interviews which were not covered by the instrument.
The most important issues to the interviewees will then be summarised, leading
to a conclusion which gives a brief overview of the main issues.

Addressing the Data Collection Instrument
The data collection tool described in Chapter Five, and outlined in Figure 6.2,
covered three main response categories: Structure, Culture and Individual Perceptions.
Structure was then broken into 3 sub-categories: Repository and Tools; Management of
the Repository; and Time. Culture was sub-categorised as: Training; Peer Pressure;
Improper

Usc~

and Personal Reactions. Finally the category of Personal Perceptions
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was divided into the categories of: Value of Contributions; The Audience; and Credit for
Contributions. During the semi-structured interviews the respondents were encouraged
to talk about the Knowledge Management issues that affected them while the researcher
noted which sub-categories were covered. Towards the end of each interview any subcategories that had not already been covered were raised and the interviewee prompted
to respond.
180

160
140
120

oCulture

100

a structure

80

o Individual

60

PArr.Anlin

40
20

0 .__'--'Company A

Figure 6.3

Company 8

Company C

Responses per Category per Company

The graph in figure 6.3 illustrates the broad emphasis of the data collection
process was on company A, with equal emphasis on companies B and C. The
respective number of interviews conducted at the companies were 6, 3 and 4. Of the
three main categories, the categories of Culture and Structure accounted for over 80% of
the total responses from the interviewees. The next section of this chapter will outline
the process used during the primary data collection phase, the interviews.

The Interview Process
The interviews were conducted over an 18 month period, with the initial
interviews occurring over a 6 week period in early 2000. The process used was
determined in the research design phase, as a method of collecting data with the minimal
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interference by the researcher or the process. Each interviewee met the researcher prior
to the interview. The interviews were conducted, where possible, in a natural setting in a
quiet meeting room with an infonnal atmosphere. The researcher wore the same suit for
all interviews, and conducted each interview in the same manner, as described in
Appendix C- Interview Protocol. On two occasions the recordin,!-! equipment failed, and
in two interviews the tape was frequently inaudible due to noises from other sources.
Figure 6.3 summarises unavoidable variations in the interviews.
Table 6.3

Summary of Interview Protocol Variations
A

A
2

A

A

A

3

4

5

A
6

B

c c c c

B
2

B

3

2

3

4

M

M M

M

M

M

Conducted in
Meeting room
or Desk

D

D

M

D

M

M M

Demonstrated
Issues (Yes/No)

y

y

N

y

N

N

y

N

y

y

N

y

N

Taped session
(Y/Nnnaudiblc)

I

y

y

y

I

y

y

y

y

N

N

y

y

I.

I.
5

2

.7

I.

2

Approximate
length of
interview

I.

hr 5 hr hr 5 hr hr hr hr 5 hr
hr hr
hr
hr
hr
5

(l
Setting. Of the 6 interviews in company A, 3 were conducted in a meeting room
and the other 3 at interviewee's desks at the request of the interviewees as they
preferred to demonstrate their issues. Company B used meeting rooms only as standard
procedure. Two interviewees then demonstrated issues and the KMS at their desks after
the interviews had completed. All interviews for company C were conducted in meeting
rooms due to the security restrictions in place in the company. Two interviews were
then followed by demonstration sessions in the interviewee's offices, and monitored
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access to relevant documentation. Interviewees Cl and C2 insisted on a group interview.
During the interview C2 left to find examples of an issue, CI would not talk while C2
was absent except as social chit-chat.
Protocol. The full protocol used for the interviews is reproduced as Appendix C
and is summarised here. The protocol followed the theme of: introduction; show
statement of confidentiality and intent of researcher; elicit interviewee's definition of
KM; conduct semi-structured interview; ensure all areas covered; interviewee reviews
instrument; interviewer reiterates main issues for confirmation by interviewee; end
interview. The protocol was strictly adhered to during the data collection phase to
improve reliability, there were no variations from the protocol.

Defining Knowledge Management
At the commencement of each interview session the participants were asked to
define Knowledge Management in their own words. The ability of participants to
articulate a definition was regarded by the researcher as an indicator of the level of
understanding and discussion of the subject of Knowledge Management within the
company. All participants from company A were able to respond, 2 from company B
responded, and the 4 participants from company C were all unable to define their
concept of knowledge management.
Company A Definitions
The interviewees from Company A arc immersed in a knowledge management
system in their daily work lives. Knowledge management is discussed openly in the
workplace and the company employs a team of KM advisors, with a dedicated officer
to respond to knowledge requests in each office.
System that allows you to hold information to save it being mistreated,
making usc of knowledge that was never accessible before. In a big
company you can be doing the same work without reaHsing that work
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has already been done so you save so much time and money by using
knowledge management. A l

It's not perfect, it bas a long way to go, don't want it to be called
knowledge management, don't want it called something different, it
should just be the nann, part of people's everyday work. We arc so used
to fads, phases, we think it will end so we arc turned off to an extent, the
labelling by the media and academics tum off the users, it should be seen
as a life skill like computers are and the Internet is becoming for a lot of
people. A2
Consolidation of organisation's information in one place, information you
can act on to avoid mistakes, reduces time required to prepare for a job.

A3
Knowledge Management is all about unfettering peoples minds and
abilities. We live in a world where people arc very protective and moving
into a world of sharing is very hard for some people. The guy who heads
up Knowledge in (Company A) internationally put it very well when be
said that years ago, when a client wanted him to do something, he would
put his head out the office door and shout out "Hey bas anybody done
this before?" and with 85,000 people around the world it is very difficult
to do that. The only way you can stick your head out the door is with a
knowledge system. It allows you to identify the person who can do that
and make contact with that person. A knowledge system is an enabler
rather than people keeping things to themselves. A4
Its more a documentation of internal created knowledge basically. AS
Put your knowledge in and others can use it. A6

Company B Definitions
All interviewees were selected for their exposure to knowledge management
systems and therefore not necessarily indicative of the general company employee's
level of familiarity with the subject. Company B had the most variation in employee
awareness of the use of a KMS.
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Knowledge Management is a consulting buzzword, been around for a
long time without the labeL B I
Knowledge Management is corporate memory, knowledge of implicit,
explicit, tacit processes ~ encoding for retrieval, storing, providing users
with effective retrievaL Knowledge Management is working and sharing
together to facilit<tte business process. 82

Structure
In this study the category structure was used to define issues relating to
organisational and technical structures, including the work structures that define the
development of the knowledge systems. There wen: three

sub~eatcgorics

under

structure: Repository and Tools; Management of the Repositories; and Time related
issues.
Repository and Tools was the sub-category which generated the most
responses from interviewees. Individuals felt that the search software was not adequate,

returning errors in the find process and multiple listings of the same file:
Sometimes you search for a file you know is there but it docs not appear
on the list of finds and software docs not handle really large documents.

AI
Items that arc there arc not found in a search, Search engine needs
rcfininJ.!, should only list the first find in a document. Time's wasted by
finding duplicates, trash and items that arc not applicable. Search engine
needs to be able to leverage from other sources. A3
Tool is excellent but you get used to the tool then want more as
knowledge of the system increases. There is a lot of cynicism about
technology, they realise it is not the revolution they wanted, it is just
enhancements. A2
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Tools in usc arc exceptionally good, they give the ability to access a
specific database or to usc the intranct to search for a keyword or phrase
and it will search every single knowledge base so you can be very specilic
so if you work in a particular area. A4
On the subject of which knowledge should be stored or accessed within the
knowledge system the respondents felt that there was no clejinitive answer, the decision
should be based on the projects. The interviewees clearly consider this subject to include
internal and external sources, that is documents, intranet accessed infonnation, and the
internet. Company C had no input to this issue, their system consists of internal
knowledge only.
There should be no borders in knowledge, sec what the market has to
offer which would compliment our internal knowledge. A6
Each application should leverage from the appropriate sources to suit the
needs. Bl
There is no Internet connection, internal infonnation only 82
When looking at the entire platfonn (hardware and software) for their knowledge
system users were di"ided, some feeling the problems occurring with the platfonn were
an issue, others feeling grateful they had something to usc for knowledge management.
The system often fails to transfer data due to hardware or software
problems. C4
Complaints about the stability of the tools, the fact that they do
sometimes crash, the soflware bugs and so on which occasionally arise,
those sorts of things. Technology is an issue, we have had problems with
things breaking, the server going down then suddenly the repository
doesn't work any more, and because you have added layers of software
and hardware more things can go wrong. 82
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On a few occasions there have been searches for a document you know is
there but it can't be found. I know there is a technology hitch there but
then that is technology- its better than what we had. A4

Management

or Repository. On the issue of who should design the

systems

the responses indicated that, while IT should be involved, the design should be specified
hy an e.tpert from the project/area that will usc the tool. Problems with the current

system were identified as being design issues related to the lack of input from a non-IT
specialist in the design phase:
Developer needs knowledge of the users, business, opportunities
available before the design process; not just getting in and designing but
knowing what it will be used for. Business orientation of the knowledge
management system fails if an IT person designs without understanding.
81

Never mapped the needs first- just got a system then determined needs,
the attitude is now changing. C4

The stmcture (of the system) needs redesign by a specialist, too many
assumptions were made. C3

On the subject of who should manage the knowledge process, IT or people
specific to the usc of a system, the answers were ummimous. The management should
be split between managing the technical aspects (IT) and n1anaging the content and
structure of the specific repository. The knowledge manager was expected to be IT
aware but first priority was to be a .\]Jecialist in the area of knowledge that was being
captured.
The IT people should be responsible for the an:hitccturc but not the
content. A3

The knowledge management manager needs some IT knowledge but
should not be an IT person. A4
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Manager of a knowledge system/database needs to be a specialist, not an
IT person. A6
Management of knowledge management should be split between IT
functions by IT person and information by specialists. B3
Time was the sub-category that explored issues relating to having adequate time
to utilise the system, time wasted by getting sidetracked, and time spent on trivia or
inappropriate material.
Time can be wasted espcciaJly on the internet, trivia not

specifi~

to usc. Bl

Time wasted by finding duplicates, trash and items that are not applicable. A3
Getting timely access to data is difficult, for example you have to put
commercial reasons to the manager of database (to get access permission).

AS
A lot of time is wasted, need a dedicated resource for searching or time
allocated without pressure. A3
Deterrent in fact that knowledge coordinator's time is charged, aware of
wasting their time. A2
Time is wasted by inappropriate material. A4

Culture
The culture category explored issues rising from the orga!lisational culture(s) at a
local, national, and international level. The issues surrounding meaningful communication
with people from different mllionul cultures as well as sub-cul!ures within the
organisation. The category was divided into four sub-categories of: Training; Peer
Pressure, Improper Usc of the System; and Personal Reactions to the cultural pressures.
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Training as a sub-category covered IT training, knowledge systems training, and
culture shift training, Most interviewees responded regarding IT training without
prompting, however, knowledge culture training required a prompt in most cases.
Responses indicated that IT training was assumed to be unnecessary, that the employer
expected employees to have a minimum level of IT literacy. Knowledge culture training
was not addressed by the companies except on a very superficial leveL Employees with
a background in team work or Total Quality Management appeared to have a distinct
advantage in the move to a knowledge based business.
~'raining was possibly not adequate, one week training, then up to me. It
,vas another month until I was happy with my level of expertise on the
system, No more fonnaltraining would have helped, needed time playing
around, trial and error and new people need to be trained fonnally not
just left with the system, training should be specific to the person and
their needs/area, training gets left behind, importance is placed on
developing procedures and policies for knowledge management tools. A2

IT training was really just a presentation of an overview. IT is part of an
individual's background so training is not required. A3

IT training is not adequate, having IT skills is an expectation by the
employer but IT is constantly changing so there is a need for training. A6

No knowledge management training provided, should be part of the
initiation. A3

There is a learning curve in using the system, once through it you can
appreciate the tools A6

Need training for specific projects, expected to just work with it and
training resources were inad~Jquatc, learned more on the job and trainers
did not know enough, no documentation, manuals written by IT for IT,
eventually we produced our own training material & procedures in-house.
C3

Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

89

Training was not site wide, you stn.ggle alone, not wanting to admit you
do not understand the group sessions, need onewonwone training for those
who do not benefit from group training. We had to develop our own
support system. C4
The prompts for responses to the issue of training specific to the culture shift to
a knowledge based business revealed that the training was a/mostiWnwexislent. Some felt
that an employee in a knowledge company should already have the skills required.
No training in knowledge culture, which is a problem. Don't need project
specific training, catalogs and arc indexes sufficient. A4
No knowledge culture training is provided, you just log in and tap into
knowledge. A6
Knowledge culture training not required, you just usc it. Bl
Knowledge culture training, not well understood, system requires sharing
to work. 82
Did not require knowledge management traiuing for culture - already a
TQM business, continuous improvement and sharing is part of the
culture. C I
Extensive courses were n.n, it was difficult to admit not understanding.
The department had professional training, then trained users went from
an informal system to highly bureaucratic. C2
Peer Pressure centred on the feelings of pressure imposed on the respondent
by the culture of the organisation and in particular by their work colleagues. The
responses indicated a pressure to justify time .!>pent on the KMS. This pressure was seen

to he the cause of a lack of participation by some interviewees. Others felt that the
pressure was to have a knowledge or awareness of everything available on the system.
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As the KMS content was changing regularly this was not possible and therefore the
expectation placed pressure on the individual.
A feeling that people notice when time is spent surfing, feel a need to
justify the time. 87
Deterrent in the facl that the knowledge coordinator's time is charged,
aware of wasting their time. A2

Not many discussion databases have been successful due to a failure to
impart. AS

Peer pressure for me is to know everything about everything which is
impossible. A2
There is some pressure to maintain awareness of what is out there but it
is not acute. Pressure to participate comes from fear of not keeping
abreast. A4
Pressure to maintain an awareness is forced down throat. AJ
Some responses related to the pressure to produce a financial benefit for the
organisation. While sOme interviewees felt the pressure was applied by management
through subtle comments during meetings, others felt that the pressure came from
needing to show other employees that they were contributing to the company bottom
line.
You feel pressured to make a valuable contribution, it's a $1m system
but there is no show of benefit or gain. C4

You feel pressured for time to be productive from a cost/benefit
perspective. A6

Pressure is for billing and charge out times, keeping to a budget. AS
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Improper Use of Knowledge Management System covered the topics of
using the system to judge colleagues, or as a forum for sarcasm and complaints. The
first topic addressed is the usc of the author details to assess contributions. The
responses were varied, and indicated that when no other J:i'tctors arc present, such as
time pressures, the author of a comribution is not important in the decision to read.
The subject is more important than the author in searching but results arc
often read according to who the author is. CJ
Contributions arc used to judge people you don't know, especially to
judge value of outside sources. B3
You make judgments on the person's ability to help by studying their
responses in the databases. I judge colleagues from their contributions,
skills and abilities, from the discussion databases. A2
The author is irrelevant to the perspective of the topic, when we put
something into the database we categorise it, when you arc searching you
might find scmething that sounds relevant but it is in the wrong service
line (context) and you know it is not valuable. A4
Some interviewees interrogated the system for evidence of management
involvement in the sharing process. The repositories displayed the names of the
contributors but management often used their subordinates to enter knowledge which
results in a false reading of the author list.
Management do not share information as readily as they should,
improving but maybe only 70% there. AS
Most interviewees in company A admitted they were aware of sarcasm and
bitching on the discussion databases but felt that was what the databases were there for.
During triangulation conversations a top manager from headquarters claimed that he used
the informal comments to build a profile of potentially troublesome employees. Where
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employees attempted to conceal their identity within the system the executive had the
administration module interrogated to identify the individuals.
Company 8 did not have an outlet for informal contributions so there were no
issues in this area. Company C admitted they had a serious problem with misuse of the
data due to a lack of system security. People were changing details that were legally
sensitive and therefore potentially dangerous for the company.
Problems with discussion databases: bitching, people changing
comments. C3
The subject of management manipulation of the contents of the repositories was
not an issue for the interviewees. All but I interviewee felt that management had
acceptable reasons for filtering data, such as protecting client confidentiality. Filtering of
the KMS content was also seen as a management method of changing processes and
culture.
There is control on content. A2
I'm aware that management filters information to protect confidentiality
but confident that is all. A4
Protection of client information is important. AS
Management should reserve the right to filter to drive process and
culture. 8 I
Management should not have involvement in what is appropriate, no
censorship. If management arc not happy they should ask the individual
to remove the item. 83
Employees felt that discussion databases were for usc between themselves, not
subject to management perusal and therefore not considered when going through the
employee evaluation process. Discussions with managers at Company A revealed that
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at least I senior executive was taking note of negative comments in the discussion
databases and using them to profile individuals.

Individual Perceptions
The category Individual Perceptions covered the nebulous issues, those that
could not be compared through the system. There were 3 sub-categories: Value of
Contributions; The Audience; and Credit for Contribution.
Value of Contributions explored the individuals concerns about making
mistakes, filtering negative knowledge, feeling there was value in their contribution and
how contributing affected their credibility within the organisation at a local, national and
international level.
I have concerns that my own work is not valuable so I just do it until
happy with it. When forced to contribute, you can feel it is of no
impo:tancc, may never be looked at. 83
Sharing of information is not personal or witnessed and therefore docs
not lose value. 83
For some participants there was a difference between value in the discussion
database and value of work submitted to repositories. The discussion databases hold
people's questions, advice, comments, related experiences, it is the informal part of the
system. The repositories contain copies of documents and is a formal process with
submissions made under guidelines.
When using the discussion databases I get the feeling that no-one cares.
Cl
All the time you feel as though no-one cares about your contribution. C3
I feel my own contribution is too trivial, not worth putting forward, but I
know it may be important. C3
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One participant questioned the ability to judge value over the broad cultural base
of a multi-national organisation.
I feel part of a virtual team, my team is around the world, it's difficult to
judge if the contributions arc at the right level, if they arc appreciated, or
not. A2

The Audience covered thoughts on the range of readers, the wide distribution of
contributions, and the pcnnanent exposure of one's work. The response varied, some
feeling wary of the breadth of exposure, others feeling relieved in the anominity.
I'm wary of making mistakes on the system as it goes all the way to the
board in reports. C4
I can cope with sudden exposure to a mature repository but feel
intimidated by the number of systems. Cl
I don't feel credibility is affected by exposing material. 83
I like having an audience that is unknown. A4
Credit for Contribution was the sub-category that explored feelings on the
value of internal knowledge after it is released, and the thought that their work could be
recycled without credit being attributed to the original author. This issue resulted in
some heated comments from the interviewees.
Getting the credit for my own work is not an issue. A4
Juniors arc fed the task of making submissions and therefore get the
credit for work of others. 83
Some people steal your work and don't reference it. 83
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I don't feel credit is given, in the corporate environment praise is slow
but negative feedback is rapid. 8 I
People do not get the recognition they require. A2

Additional Issues

During the literary review the issue of reward systems appeared to be strong.
The pilot study did not reveal any participants who felt the reward systems were an
issue. This discrepancy was tested by asking participants about reward systems at the
conclusion of the semi-formal interview. Company A had trial/ed an incentive plan
based on the evidence of contributions.
The company has rewards of$1 00 dinner vouchers. A3
Originally the company had an incentive plan for knowledge to
emphasise the importance, the incentive itself was not important.
Competitions like finding something specific on the intranet first for a
dinner for 2. Reward plans can be a bit of fun (competitions) if you have
the time, the real rewards arc in international recognition and travel.
Knowledge is a self-fulfilling experience, the reward is in getting the
knowledge. It pays for itself, if you can get one job because the
knowledge management system allowed you to get the knowledge faster
than your competitor then it has paid for itself. A4
Other participants agreed on the subject of the knowledge being a reward m
itscJt: Verbal recognition of efforts, by peers and superiors, appeared to be important to
a number of interviewees.
Not a reward system (as encouragement), verbal recognition 1s more
important. A3

The IT industry is constantly searching for knowledge, you increase
skills to remain employable. Recognition by peers of your contribution is
the lirst key reward, the second key reward is recognition by
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management. Money, meals, token rewards can work as evidence of
recognition. B I

Building a broader skill base. Getting in place and maintaining a
performance based reporting system for the end of 1999, wilJ determine
pay. KMS in the reward system needs to be weighed with other
measures. C3
Some interviewees felt that reward systems t.lo not usually work as it is difficult
to accurately assess a person's contribution. The KMS docs not always record the
author of an item, or the users (recycler's), just the contributor.
I don't like rewards, often the wrong person is rewarded. The personal
reward is in using the system. BJ

People need recognition for their contributions. a reward system was
trialled but unsuccessful. I've never experienced a successful reward
system. C3

Most Important Issues
At the end of each interview the interviewee was asked which were the most
important (if any) issues to the individual. The responses have been grouped by
company.
Company A focussed on time issues, being able to find the time for adequate
training, for contributing to the KMS. Resources were also identified as being important
in the ability of the employees to get timely access to the information they need.
Resources, it's an important part of the job, need resources to help locate
information and people. AJ

Timeliness is an important issues, for example anything before mid 97
may be irrelevant, it should be archived after 4 years. A4
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Time and education arc main problems, the cultural issues of motivation
within education, There is a lack of internal customer focus, can't sec
indirect benefit. AS
Time is a factor in training and putting individual knowledge into the
system, need time allocated regularly, behaviour needs to be supported
by management and culture to be a priority A6
Company B focussed on the need for a system designed with an understanding
of the specific issues of the users. The cultural shift to a knowledge based business was
considered important, acknowledging the advantage of past experiences with team work.
Business orientated knowledge systems fail if an IT person designs
without understanding. B I
Paradigm shift is important, trust in the system/structure, feeling of
getting value is a mark of early adopter. People without a history of team
or close w~"rk find this more difficult especially the exposure issues. New
people adapt better than old employees. 82
Cultural issues arc the critical part, the priority it receives. 83
Company C did not have a clear focus. Responses indicated the workers felt
unsupported by management in their knowledge endeavours. The system was imposed
on them without the necessary resources to comply with the directive to usc the
system.
It was imposed on the workers, they did not know what they wanted,

Cl
50% of workers have no access to computers except once a week. C3
Management docs not recognise or realise effort involved or resources
required. C4
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Conclusion

The pnmary data collection method employed was the semi-structured
interview. The results of the interview process were varied between companies and
between sub-cultures. There were some issues that were causing concern across all
companies, the main issue being a lack of training in what a KMS is and how to usc it
effectively and efficiently. The next most reported issue was the pressure to utilise the
system while still performing all the other tasks required of them, that is the
management system did not support the needs of knowledge workers.
While most respondents felt the tools they were using were not up to an
acceptable standard, they were grateful to have a knowledge system to work with.
Reward systems were not regarded favourably by interviewees, there were concerns
about the ability of the system to correctly identify and assign credit for contributions.
The next sections review the relationship between these findings with those of
the pilot study and previous research.

Data to Framework Fit

In comparing the data gathered for this study to the results of the pilot study
there are clear differences in the feedback received. The main difference is that the pilot
study indicated the major concerns were the KMS tools available, the repository

•

management, and training. This study found the major issues to be time pressures,
training, and lack ofresources. Another major difference can be found in the complaints

about the difficulty of access to the KlviS from the pilot study. This study did not
encounter complaints about ease of access, the KlviS tools were fairly integrated into the
company intranets.
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The two studies agreed on the issues of who should manage the systems, the
need for training in the concept of knowledge sharing, clarity of purpose for
repositories, inadequacies in the search tools, and a Jack of interest in reward systems.
The pilot study responses focussed on the knowledge system itself, whereas the
comments in this study focussed more on the people issues. This could be attributed to
the differences in comp my size between the pilot group and this research group. The
pilot study was conducted among employees and agents of small (within Australia) oil
industry companies. This research involved people from companies with a larger
presence in Australia and therefore not as tightly knit as company groups.
Following the comparison of the study to the Pilot Study the next question was
how did the study compare to studies used in the literature review.

Comparison of Findings with Other Studies

The main studies described in the literature review were the KPMG studies and
the Szulanski (2003) research. The KPMG studies both focussed on the management
perspective, finding that time to participate was a major factor in lack of motivation,
with information overload a high contributor. As time to participate is intangible, and
difficult to quantify, this focus appears to place the onus on the knowledge worker, at a
perceptual and cultural level. This study coincided strongly with the findings of the
2000 KPMG study in the issue of time pressures, but not in other areas.
The secondary issue of poor communication which is not clarified in the KPMG
study could refer to communication between knowledge workers, or could refer to
management to workforce communications. There is an apparent projection of blame for
failure onto the knowledge workers. This study reverses that finding with identification
of lack of training and resources as the secondary issues for knowledge workers,
implying that management failed to understand the significance of the K.MS to the
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workforce. While agreeing that time is a. major factor, both management and knowledge
workers appear to blame the other for failing to understand the significance of KMSs
resulting in an apparent stand-off.
The Szulanski (2003) research highlights the importance of inter-relationships
between management and workforce, and the impact of management style on the ability
of the knowledge worker to retain knowledge. The current research supports this
finding, especially in the secondary data, where the interpersonal issues were more
open, although permitting these observations may have been the result of familiarity
with the researcher in the later part of the study.
Company C workers displayed a reluctance to co-operate with the KMS at
anything other than a minimum level required to retain their positions. There was clear
distrust of the management which appeared to be the driver for the lack of interest and
an appearance of almost pride in managing to thwart management's intent for the KMS.
However, company A, which had a closer relationship between management and
knowledge workers, exhibited the greatest degree of co-operation.
Szulanski's (p74) study differs in some areas, chief among them is the
importance of a motivation system to encourage the knowledge workers to stop reinventing the wheel. The participants in this study did not regard the presence of a
reward system to be of importance but the cultural differences between Australian and
American organisations may explain this value discrepancy.
Having presented and compared the findings from this study, the next chapter
will interpret the findings to identify possible answers to the research questions.
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Introduction

Chapter Seven presents the outcome of the Data Analysis phase of the Research
Process, relating to the issues raised in the initial rcscawh questions. The data was
collected, examined, broken into appropriate chunks, then cod~.::d, and rccodcd, in a cyclic
fashion to identify emerging issues that assist in addressing the research questions. This
chapter will first focus on the usc of a KMS within the companies and then consider the
evidence of the study in relation to the research questions defined in Chapter Three Theoretical Framework.
The findings of the study need to be interpreted in light of the context of the
study. The study was conducted using interviewees from 3 companies, operating in the
Perth area, which were international concerns with organisational structures that
facilitate a global based business. A decision was made, during the Research Design
phase, to conduct interviews at organisations with established knowledge management
facilities to ensure the data captured was appropriate. The companies had different
cultures and structures, with similarities between the KMS's in use. Consequently,
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there arc some issues that are more pertinent to some companies, and other issues that
arc common across companies.
In analysing the data, the issue of what constitutes usc of a KMS became a tool
for determining the issues surrounding the research questions. It was not possible to
identify the issues that contribute to ineffective usage of the technology, without first
understanding what constitutes effective usage, and how the 3 companies used in the
study would rate as effective users. Therefore, the next section of this chapter will
analyse the companies as users of a KMS, before going on to address the issues that
emerged during the analysis phase of the research process.

Investigating the Use of a KMS

To address ·_he key questions of the study it was necessary to define effective
usc of a KMS. For this purpose, the definition used is that effective use of a Knowledge
Management System can be identified by evidence of the integration and sharing of
knowledge across all communication levels of the organisation: Global; National; State;
Project; Client.
There were 2 key indicators for assessing the usc of a KMS, system based
evidence of knowledge being available, and participant based evidence of familiarity with
the systems. System based evidence was gathered by looking at the amount of
knowledge contributed and its general level of availability, that is the number of
employees with access. The participant based evidence was generated from the
interviewees' responses which were then compared to system outputs. For example
complaints of a lack of procedure documentation were followed by a review of the KMS
for evidence of the documents. This section will review the evidence in relation to
availability of knowledge for sharing and user's familiarity with the system.
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Availability of Knowledge for Sharing
Availability of knowledge across the organisation was assessed by examining the
KMS repositories for evidence that knowledge was available (contributed) from
participants at the project, state, national and international levels. With companies A
and B the researcher had access to listings of repositories, contributions, and dated usage
information. Company C was more protective towards its contents, therefore the
assessment was made from anecdotal evidence and direct questions put to IT managers
of the systems. Table 7.1 is the summary of the assessments made on the companies by
the researcher.
Table 7.1

Company A

Sharing of Knowledge

Global

National

State

Project

Client

Regular

Integrated

Highly

Highly

Filtered

Integrated

Integrated

Company B

Reports
only

Some

Regular

Regular

None

Company C

Reports
only

Seldom

Some

Highly

None

Integrated

Company A demonstrated the highest degree of knowledge sharing at all levels,
in part due to the nature of the company and its claimed position as a leader in KM.
There was clear evidence of tight integration of the KMS with daily routines. At the
Project level people were highly motivated to share any knowledge that could be useful
to a co-worker. Clients were also included in the knowledge loop, with exchanges in both
directions. The project knowledge was also regularly accessed by others at the State
level, on other projects. When looking at the National level the knowledge exchange was
more formal, with participants considering their potential audience prior to submitting,
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however the submissions were regular and comprehensive. On an International level
there was a notable reluctance to share if it was not necessary. Infonnation available
from international branches appeared to be filtered, probably to protect clients. The
differences in culture were apparent in the most cursory investigation. The nationality
of a submission could often be quickly identified by the usc of language (vernacular) and
grammar. International submissions required "cleaning up" prior to recycling, for
example the use of American English, eg "defense", rather than Australian English eg
"defence", could be embarrassing if the local user failed to notice.
Company B was assessed on the commonly available KMS for the purpose of
table 7.1. The special project within company B would not be an appropriate
comparison as the project was an experiment in a specific KMS.
Knowledge was available on a Project level but did not seem as tightly integrated
as the systems at company A. There appeared to be a few users on different projects
who were high level users, that is they accessed the system and contributed regularly.
At the Stale level the exchange appeared to be happening regularly, perhaps due to the
similarities and interactions between projects. At a National level the involvement
seemed to occur at a higher managerial

!eve~

which may be attributable to the clumping

of projects in geographical areas contributing to an employee sense of belonging to an
area. Company B did not appear to usc the KMS at the Global or International level
other than to make knowledge available for decision making, that is for reporting
purposes.
Client knowledge exchange was not apparent, however company B has complex
relationships with clients who were also competitors, which may have impacted on the
willingness to share company owned knowledge. For example, a competitor could use
the KMS to identity experts within the company for headhunting purposes.
Company C had a KMS that was highly

integra~ed

into project work, with

specific employees being responsible for contributions. One system, which was related
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to safety at sites, was available to every employee and agent of the company. This
system was in regular usc, being monitored by stakeholders throughout the company
and its associated organisations. This is the only system that could in any way be
regarded as sharing with clients. The other systems were so specific to operations that
sharing with clients would not have been appropriate, without appropriate filtering of
the knowledge.
At a State level some knowledge from each site was available at other sites, but
appeared to be of interest to specific participants only. That is, although knowledge was
available it did not appear to be accessed except by a few individuals. The National level
of sharing was similar, employees felt that knowledge lost context as it moved away
from the originating site. Again the safety system was the exception as the safety issues
that arose in any site could possibly occur at another. Company C is owned globally by
the same group that own company B and the same requirement for knowledge
contributions for reporting and decision making at the international headquarters existed.
Summarising Availability of Knowledge across the companies used in the
study, all 3 companies exhibited their highest level of sharing within project level
activities. This could be attributed to the sense of project ownership of information, and
the issues of context driven value of the knowledge. The more remote a user was from
the project creating the knowledge, the lower the incidence of sharing became. That is,
the trend for the frequency of usage suggested a negative relationship to the distance
from the source. Figure 7.1 attempts to represent this situation in a graphical format.
It was determined that for the purpose of this research the 3 companies had

demonstrated that knowledge was available for sharing anJ was being shared, in varying
degrees, across all

intra~company

levels. However, external sharing of knowledge was

only demonstrated in I company.
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Sharing of Knowledge

Familiarity with the KMS
The second key indicator of a successful knowledge practise was determined to
be the participants demonstrating finn knowledge of the dimensions of their KMS. The
dimensions chosen were Content, Policies, Procedures, and People (users). Table 7.2 is a
summary of the assessment of each company according to the knowledge demonstrated

by the interviewees representing the company. The assessments were based on the

comments during interviews after comparison with hard evidence. For example, one user
claimed intimate knowledge of the company policies and procedures regarding
knowledge systems but had little knowledge of the content of the KMS, indicating poor
usage.

Table 7.2

Company A

Company B

Knowledge of the KMS
Content

Policies

Procedures

People

Fairly High

Very High

Medium

Specialists
Identified

High (on

None

Poor

High

Some

High

High

project basis)
Company C

High
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Company A had highly visible knowledge policy statements, with reiteration of
their knowledge philosophy at staff and client meetings. Policy statements were
distributed at induction seminars, ensuring all employees were aware of the status as a
Knowledge Based Business, and their personal responsibility to participate in the
system. Procedures were also distributed whenever a new procedure was developed or
an existing procedure changed. The procedures were available electronically through the
KMS, displayed on prominent posters, and distributed on laminated cards to every
knowledge worker. Unfortunately the knowledge of the procedures was poor to
medium. Staff tended to search for an "expert" whenever they needed to perform a
procedural task such as submission to an infrequently used repository. One employee
felt over-exposure was the issue. A request to view the cards produced evidence of
confusion in most staff approached. The cards were alike in appearance, although they
were colour coded. A method of collecting the cards together, for example on a metal
ring, was not supplied to individuals. Staff tended to throw the cards into a desk drawer
and forget their existence.
Familiarity with the people side of the K11S was limited to identification of the
specialists in a given area, usually the local specialists plus the national area manager.
More importance was placed on the actual content of the system. Most staff appeared
to have a basic idea of what was available and knew how to use that knowledge to
quickly find what they required, or to locate a resource. Content of their K.MS was in a
state of constant change therefore high familiarity would not be possible for a prolonged
period. In summary company A was more proficient in theory than practicality.
Company B placed their emphasis on the people side of knowledge. They
appeared to be very knowledgeable regarding the skills available through the knowledge
workers, even if they had never met the individuals. Content knowledge was high,
perhaps because the content was mainly project based and relatively static in focus
although details were regularly maintained. It should be noted that content knowledge
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was high in individuals with an interest in the area. Some employees had no awareness
that the system existed although it was available through their office intranet.

It was in the area of policy and procedures that company B appeared to
demonstrate a lack of knowledge. Policies regarding knowledge did not appear to be an
issue for the employees, it was implied to be a management concern. The company ran
on a fairly informal basis, and although knowledge procedures were in existence there
was no evidence of familiarity. It is interesting to note that core operational procedures
were tightly adhered to, with copies of procedures readily available. There was an
apparent attitude that the knowledge system was there for those people who were
really interested but was not mandatory. In summary staff in company B had little
involvement in the management and administrative side of a KMS but knew how to get
what they needed from the system.
Company C had little knowledge of the company policies regarding knowledge
but were expert users, with high knowledge of the people involved, the procedures, and
the system content. The company appeared to take an attitude that site staff did not
need to understand why they were performing the knowledge contributions, they just
needed to know how to contribute and who to address problems to. Site staff were not
aware that they were using a knowledge system or what a knowledge system was. The
result of this configuration is that staff appeared to feel no commitment to the success
of the KMS as it was merely a tool they had to use in performing their tasks. If they did
not have this tool they would have another. City staff had a different attitude to the
system, however only the IT department in the city office had any involvement in the
KMS other than managers monitoring contributions. This assessment was based on the
site staff as the IT staff were mr':e impleme.nters and maintainers than knowledge users.
Summarising Familiarity with the KMS of the company's participants, the
most notable issue that arose was the great difference between companies in their
familiarity with the company policies with regards to knowledge and the KMS. Figure
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7.2 graphically illustrates the comparison of the companies, demonstrating the disparity
for familiarity of Policies and Procedures, and the similarity in rating for the dimensions
of Content and People. The dimensions of content, policies, procedures, and people
have been allocated a rating from 0 to 10 for each company for the purpose of this
graph.

Company A
- - - - CompanyB
······• CompanyC

o+---------~---------+--------~

Content

Figure 7.2

Policies

Procedures

Familiarity with the KMS

Basically, the comparison illustrates that only company A users possessed a
good understanding of the policies driving their usage of the system, while most users
understood the basics of how to use the system, were familiar with "who" the expert
users were, and had a good awareness of the range of lmowledge available to them. The
stronger knowledge culture at company A may account for the difference in
dissemination of policies at the company.

Summary of KMS Usage in a Company
After considering the 2 key indicators of usage of an organisation's KMS the 3
companies used for this study can be considered users of a KMS, with varying degrees
of familiarity with the organisational issues driving the usage. Each company had its
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strong points and weak points, with no one company being notably ineffective in usage,
or notably highly effective users.
Overall, tables 7.1 and 7.2 indicate that company A appeared to share knowledge
across a broader base, while company C had a higher degree of knowledge of the system
contents and its participants. Company B could be regarded as highly effective as users
within the special project, but on a company wide analysis there were weaknesses thai
detracted from effective usage.
Dutrenit's (2000, p255) study of knowledge transfer within production
companies concluded that the differences between formal and informal practices
indicated that knowledge remained at the level at which it was generated, that is
individual, team or project level, with the organisations studied experiencing limited
learning. Companies 'B and C tend to support this assertion, while Company A
presented a more successful scenario.
The next section will focus on the issues, emerging from the analysis phase, that
address the research questions of this study. The analysis will then progress to focus on
the subsidiary questions, looking at the emerging issues that could indicate areas for
further study.

Addressing the Key Questions

The key research questions addressed in this section explore the Structural,
Cultural, and Individual Perception issues that facilitate, or inhibit, the use of a KMS
within an organisation. This section identifies the emerging issues that were regarded as
important by the researcher, while Appendix D - Additional Findings and Analysis
contains additional issues that were important to the interviewees, or interesting to the
researcher, but did not become classified as important issues in the final analysis.
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The section will commence with a description of the structures encountered by
the researcher at each organisation. This description is based on first hand observation,
studying company documentation (such as policy documents), and discussions with
interviewees and other company employees.

Structure of the Companies
The study was restricted to organisations with a technological approach to
knowledge management. The structures of these organisations are necessarily focussed
on global interactions and communications technology.
Company A had a management participation structure, in that the top
management was also involved in day to day operations working in close collaboration
with all other levels of employees. The work was external client orientated, teams were
fluid, projects were short term. Policies and procedures were well documented and
available to all employees. Training was conducted by a national training team with
support from external providers for highly specific requirements. There was regular
feedback from top management via conference calls and state to state visits. Employees
were able to voice concerns directly to top management during the visits. Human
resourcing was conducted at a state and national level.
Company B had a formal hierarchy with a multitude of systems in use. The
orientation was internal customer focussed, production projects were long term, teams
were tightly knit and very long term. The KMS was divided into two main areas of
participation. The geneml system was available to most employees, was very informal,
and consisted mainly of emails and project specific discussion databases. The study
included staff on a KMS pilot project involving a team of 26 employees who had
worked together as a close team for many years. The team was aware of their status as
the leaders in the KM drive within the company. Although the project move to a KMS
was considered successful in terms of results, it was considered by management to be a
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very expensive exercise, and a decision was made to confine the highly sophisticated
KMS facilities to the small team in the short tenn. Only the project leader interacted
outside the project. Training was conducted on the job by peers o~ a need!'. basis.
Company Chad a tight reporting hierarchy. The focus was on the need to
provide accurate, highly detailed reports to the stakeholders. The KMS was used to
provide insights into operations, and was in broad use as a tool for managing the safety
system on sites. Consequently most employees had access, however only 20% had ever
logged into the system. There were concerns from all participants about the security of
the system as there had been occurrences of manipulation of sensitive data by users.
Policies and procedures were available on a "need-to-know" basis. Training was
conducted by trained users to large groups, based on their needs.

The Effect of Structure on the KMS
Although the companies had markedly different structures there were
similarities. The most obvious was the global nature of the companies, and the impact
that had on the decision to move to a KMS. All three companies experienced the
imposition of a knowledge management system, on the local organisation, by the
international headquarters.
Company A was unable to participate in the choice of system. Policies,
guidelines and system structure were dictated to the organisation at a fine level of detail.
The national headquarters in Sydney were able to provide minor tailoring of the system
for the Australian operations. The West Australian branch had to accept the national
system with no further tailoring.
This had the effect of providing employees with a set of protocols they could
take anywhere within the organisation, reducing the negative effects of changing location
for short periods. An employee from any office can pack up their lap top, travel to an
office in another state or country, and with a minimum of reorganisation they can
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resume working with access to all the usual databases. The move would be virtually
seamless.
The down side to this ease of transfer is that specific projects are adapted to
generic systems, which may not be suited to their particular purpose.
Company B was tailoring its general system to be project specific, with the
users inputting to the design of the project repositories. Therefore a user moving to a
different project would not necessarily understand the specific repository in use but
would be familiar with the general system. The KMS project had purchased a generic
system that was chosen by management with assistance from the project leader. The
system was intended to be tailored to the needs of the project but this became too
difficult, time consuming and costly, so a compromise was reached. Training was
conducted by the vendors but proved to be unsatisfactory. The users then compiled
their own manuals and training was conducted by expert users in a specific need area.
Company C had installed an expensive off-the-shelf product that was reputed
to be designed for a similar purpose and would therefore require minimal tailoring. The
product was selected by a team from the overseas headquarters based on their beliefs
about the local operations. The lT team in Perth conducted a familiarisation program
with site staff but did not receive the degree of co-operation they required to ensure
acceptance of the new system. When the system was implemented at sites the staff
were made aware of the financial investment and the need for a return on the resource.
Training was conducted in group sessions. During the research staff commented that
they felt uncomfortable admitting they did not understand the training so they did not
ask questions or request more training. The result was users mis-using the system in the
early days, forging bad habits due to lack of system knowledge, and doing whatever they
could to circumvent the new system. The issues have been addressed by the IT staff,
however the site staff feel there is a lack of understanding of the problems in the system
and its usage, for example security issues. They have a focus on ensuring the system
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appears to be viable due to management pressures to produce a payback for the
investment.
Key Question Kl: What forms of organisational structure facilitate or inhibit the
use of a KMS
The 3 fonns of company structure encountered during this research resulted in
differences in attitude of users, and usage of the system. However all 3 encountered the
same major inhibitor which was the organisation imposing the KMS on the users
without consultation, and without adequate training in a KMS: tools, culture, and
content.
Viewing the organisational structure possibilities as a continuum from very
controlled to free moving, the 3 companies have been categorised as demonstrated in
Figure 7.3 The Structure Continuum. Company C demonstrated the least flexible
structure, while company A had a structure so flexible it could be described as fluid.
Company 8 has been assessed for both the special project (B SP) and nonnal operations
style (B).

Controlled

<
Figure 7.3

Free Form

c

B

SP

B

A

>

The Structure Continuum

The Fluid 5tructure of company A appears to offer users of a KMS more
incentive to share knowledge. This may in part be due to the inability to predict where
they may need their !Jiowledge in the future so sharing becomes a fonn of insurance
against personal loss of their knowledge. The close relationship to management allows
participants to observe management involvement in the KMS. This relationship also
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seems to improve the feedback on issues impacting on the workflow as employees felt
they were able to contribute to the building of knowledge. The movement between
projects and exposure to various teams appeared to increase user confidence in sharing
implicit knowledge and enhanced identification of implicit knowledge that could be
valued if it were explicit. The fluid structure results in increased familiarity with other
participants in the system, on all levels.

The Project Team Structure of the K.MS team in company B resulted in a
team of users who were very knowledgeable about content and people but did not have
a company orientation towards their knowledge building. All contributions were based
on the current needs of the project staff and their internal clients. Loss of personnel
would result in loss of implicit knowledge as the value of eliciting implicit knowledge
had not been instilled in the individuals. While this structure promotes effective use of
the K.MS for each project, it fails io produce an effective KMS from a company wide
viewpoint.

The Hierarchical Structure of company C ensured the staff were aware of
what was expected of them, who they had to report to, what resources were available,
but not aware of how to interact with the KMS in a manner effective for the individuals.
Among the interviewees there was no awareness of the value of the individual's implicit
knowledge. Management would not have an awareness of the depth of knowledge
available from their human resources. The KMS was mainly fonnal knowledge captured
for the company to use. This form of structure was effective from a company wide
perspective with a shorHenn outlook, but not effective for the individuals, or for a
long-term perspective.
The structures of the 3 organisations, and their respective issues with the
implementation of the move to a Knowledge Based Business (KBB) reflect Marquardt
and Kearsley's (1999, pl9) statement of the need to move from autocratic management
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to a

particip~tive

style of leadership for the technology to enable an organisation to

"stretch" and tap the workers as resources.

Culture of the Companies
The research design did not address culture when selecting the companies for the
study due to the small number of companies in Perth using a KMS. Consequently the
companies all have difference structures and cultures, with company C having a very
distinct sub-culture at sites. The cultural differences were not readily quantifiable. This
section will attempt to describe the cultures encountered during the research, to enable
the reader to put the analysis into context.
Company A was a major organisation in the Service industry, providing
consultancy services to public and private organisations, for long or short tcnn
appoinhnents, to assist in the business improvement process. Consequently, the culture
was one of customer focus and continuous improvement, requiring employees to
maintain a high level of awareness of national, industry wide, and organisation specific
issues while maintaining a perceived position of being at the forefront of emerging
trends. There was pressure for the employees to understand their client's cultures, and
incorporate aspects of those cultures when working at a client site, while maintaining the
values of the company itself.
The company attempted to ensure the culture was fairly consistent across state
and national boundaries as part of their globalisation vision. This appeared to be
achieved to a reasonable degree, while tolerance of the unavoidable cultural differences
was very evident among staff members. For example, staff modified language in emails
to avoid issues of alternate meanings for words. International glossaries and dictionaries
were kept on an informal basis, and made available through the K.MS.
Company B was a resource company with various sub-cultures due to remote
site locations isolating staff from head office and from other projects. There was a TQM
Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

117

process in place but individual projects appeared to adhere to the requirement with
varying success. The cultures were very team orientated first, with company identity
taking second place. The staff employed company spe(P' \ jargon that isolated

,,

"outsiders" until they had been exposed to a number of diffcrCni projects. For example
when a consultant was given instructions on how to reach a destination upon arrival at a
remote airfield the details were only understandable to people with prior exposure.
There was an apparent attitude that knowledge was for sharing with select
recipients rather than displayed for all participants. Knowledge was associated with
personal power and position.
Company C also had a distinct sub-culture separating staff by their physical
location. The culture within the head office in Perth appeared to be one of people
orientation, a customer focus, with a TQM basis. Attitudes towards the KMS were of
excitement at involvement in the sharing process, that the staff were able to contribute
and make a difference to the organisation.
The interviewees from the remote site were very different in their attitude to the
management at head office, and to all staff who were not involved in site work. There
was a belief that they were misunderstood by management, that their work was being
monitored in a big brother fashion and they were being left out of the decision making
process. Participation in the KMS was more a matter of compliance with strict
requirements. Knowledge was submitted from a fear basis, with anything negative being
either withheld or used as a weapon.
On the surface, it appeared that the culture at the site was driven by paranoia,
based on shared beliefs and values rather than on facts. However, during the secondary
data gathering, the researcher was inadvertently exposed to documents that clearly
demonstrated the partial validity of the site staff fears about management techniques.
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The result was that the researcher was uncertain of the validity of cultural
observations at company C, especially the head office culture. It is accepted that head
office staff may have presented the culture they wanted represented in the report.
Key Question K2: What elements of organisational culture facilitate or inhibit
the integration of, and participation in, Knowledge Management.
The cultures encountered during the research raised issues surrounding the value
of participation in the KMS. Although companies A and C demonstrated a high degree
of integration and participation in their respective K.M:Ss, the actual quality and
quantity of the submissions differ in apparent response to the cultural forces within
each company and site. Table 7.3 - Culture Based Issues provides a summary of the
main differences that could be attributed to cultural factors.
Although the summary in table 7.3 seems to indicate that the extremes of
variance produce the most acceptance of the KMS, the results are not conclusive and
may not be indicative. The cultural variance between companies was high and many
factors may contribute to the individual acceptance levels. Although company C
exhibited a tight compliance to the KMS requirements that was not evidenced in the
other companies, the compliance was based on fear of identification of non-compliance,
rather than intelligent interaction.
Table 7.3

Culture Based Issues

Cultural Factors

Company A

CompanyB

Company C

Cultural variance across sites

Slight

By project

Marked

Basis of KMS submissions

Insurance

Personal

Fear

Acceptance of the KMS

Assumed

If benefit
demonstrated

Compliance in
operations

Fonnal Knowledge
infrastructure

Yes

Special project
only

No
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The fonnal infrastructure for the management of knowledge at company A, and
within the special project at company B, provide evidence of a shift to a knowledgesharing culture (Wah, 1999, pl45). The important follow-through with on-going training
and careful selection of new hires (p 152) was not apparent in any of the companies.
This situation is not unusual, with a reported 19% of international companies having a
knowledge system in name only (p153).
The analysis for cultural issues has been performed on the basis of individual
issues rather than company cultures due to the difficulty in assigning issues directly to
company cultures. The next section will take this further by looking at how the
individuals perceive the KMS, and what issues arose.
There was a distinct attitude of intolerance towards the management of the KMS
by the IT departments. The participants felt the system holding their knowledge
belonged to them and therefore they should have the ability to drive the direction of the
KMS technology. Interviewees were unanimous in wanting a non-IT person running
their knowledge repositories. The IT departments were perceived as unable to
understand non-technical issues, being non-sympathetic to the problems associated with
using the system, and arrogant towards the expressed needs of the users. Secondary data
collection involving discussions with IT personnel indicated that the IT personnel had
attempted to understand requirements and believed the users did not really understand
what they wanted. The IT departments had investigated the available systems prior to
selection, where selection was possible, and the decisions appeared to be based mainly
on turnaround times for complex searches. However, the users appeared more interested
in the ability to receive accurate results, with minimum repeats, in a search quest than in
the time taken for the response to occur.
The next section will analyse the responses that were attributable to the beliefs
and perceptions of the individuals rather than the hard issues that could be subjected to
secondary data collaboration.
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Perceptions of Individuals
This section will look at the issues, emerging from the analysis phase, that
cannot be compared or investigated through manual or system methods due to the
personal nature of the issues. The type of issues in this section are those that
individuals believed to be real, and therefore affected their interactions with the KMS.
The issues cer.tred around the use of the knowledge submitted, how management and
other users were using or not using the knowledge and how that impacted on the
individual and their willingness to continue to co-operate within the system.
Key Question K3: How do individual perceptions about the value, use or misuse
of knowledge within the organisation impact on usage of a Kl\llS
There were 2 main areas of concern in this category for the participants, that of
management filtering the contents of the KMS, and the quality of some items in the

KMS.
Management's Right to Filter. The participants were divided on the issue of
management's right to filter the contents of the repositories, with many feeling it was
acceptable to filter as long as it was for the right reasons, for example to protect the
client. Users tended to identify what was being filtered and why, and subsequently filter
their own work to avoid changes after submission. Filtering of knowledge only affected
use of the KMS if the users considered the infonnation to be used inappropriately. For
example company C site workers felt that management was taking submissions out of
··''context then passing the knowledge on in a new context that was detrimental to the
individual or the project. This would impact on the future submissions, and increase the
feelings offear and abuse experienced by the site workers.
Handling of Trivia. There was disagreement on the handling of knowledge
considered to be trivia by some. Users felt that trivia was difficult to define therefore the
repository managers should be accepting the existence of the trivia but archiving
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knowledge that was "old" or not being accessed within a specific period. Some
participants noted than if they had time issues then they would avoid using the KMS
due to the time required to sort through the trivia that was identified by a search query.
Others felt that identification of the author of a submission often led the enquirer to
discriminate, favourably or unfavourably, when considering opening the submission.
Some users were wary of making submissions that might result in being classified as
unworthy of pursuing, others were aware of the risk but submitted everything anyway.

Addressing the Subsidiary Questions

The Claims of Current Literature
The study started by looking at the claims of current literature on the usage of
KMSs, and barriers to that usage. The literature focussed on a few issues which were
expressed from a management viewpoint. This study examined the viewpoints of both
management and the knowledge workers using the KMS. The first subsidiary question is
concerned with the emerging issues that support or refute the claims of the
contemporary KM writers.

Question 81: What other factors can be identified that support/refute the claims
of current literature.
The views of the participants in the KMS supported many of the slandard
issues raised by writers in the field, the details of which have already been noted.
However, there was a major discrepancy in the area of reward systems. While current
literature claimed reward systems to be a major issue, that demanded addressing to
ensure co~operation from participants, the interviewees unanimously reported a lack of
confidence in the management concept of reward systems. They felt that the reward
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systems imposed to date failed to adequately measure, recognise or reward the
appropriate parameters of usage. Management was depending on the administration
module of the systems to record usage, but the developers of the systems failed to
understand the variety of transactions that can be considered as usage. The systems
consequently recon1ed meaningless data that was then used by management as input tc
reward formulas. The reward systems often calculated contributions inappropriately,
leaving some participants feeling undervalued, seeing their effort attributed to another
person. The only reward system that interviews appeared to favour was a minor system
that gave regular prizes randomly to users, or to the user/team who completed a specific
KMS task first. These fun competitions were not competitive enough to generate the
negative feelings that the salary based reward systems generated.

New Insights into Barriers
The next subsidiary question explored the question of what new insights into the
barriers to usage of a KMS emerged from this study. There was 1 major insight that
became obvious when conducting the secondary data collection phase of the research
process.

Question S2: What other factors can be identified that offer new insights into the
barriers to Knowledge Management
A factor affecting the usage of a K.MS arose during the record comparison phase
of the data collection for this study. It was noted that the administration system
supporting company A was failing to account for the time spent using the KMS. That
is, time had to be recorded against a code which was then used to cost the employee
against a project or activity. If the time was attributable to a client the cost was then
passed on to the client.
A thorough, and repeated, check of the code list found no entry for time spent
using the system, either locating knowledge, contributing knowledge, or familiarisation
Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

123

with the contents (surfing). Various people within the organisation were then contacted
for confinnation of the fact and procedural advice. Some believed there was a code, but
could not locate it. Advice received from headquarters was to use a general code if
necessary.
The interviewees of company A frequently stated that time to participate was
an issue in usage due to the pressure not to record administrative tasks. This pressure
could be alleviated by using a code which clearly identified time spent on the ICM:S. And
justified KMS participation
This issue was identified early in the interview process therefore the researcher
was able to incorporate the issue for most participants. Companies B and C participants
also reported a lack of facilities for recording time invested in the KMS.

Personal

Mot~

vation

The last subsidiary question considers the personal issues that leave a knowledge
worker encouraged to participate in the KMS or causes the user to avoid participation.
Question S 6: What encourages/discourages participants at a personal level.
The strongest motivation emerging from the interview material is the enjoyment
of taking part in the lmowledge sharing process. Only interviewees forced to participate
did not mention the benefits to the individual of participation in the lmowledge system.
Exposure to a wide audience both encourages and discourages participants
depending on the individual's sense of self-worth, and their confidence in both
management u:;e of the infonnation and the integrity of the fellow users.
The attitude of management to the KMS, and the level of participation by local
management, appeared to be reflected in the !.lscrs themselves. Knowledge workers
seemed to maintain an awareness of who was actually participating in the KMS and
often infonnally monitored management's ability to cope with knowledge sharing. Some
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felt the lack of management use was due to fear of new technology and appearing
incompetent to their staff, while others had concerns that management wanted to collect
knowledge but not share.

Issues of Reliability and Credibility

Critical Review of Instrument
The instrument has served as a

us~ful

and productive tool for the research

process. However, further use of the instrument should consider the following three
issues that have emerged during the research process and subsequent data analysis.
1. The structure section should have covered the issues of management
relationships directly as this research appeared to focus heavily on the interactions with
management and between management and the KMS.
2. The culture section should have directly addressed the issues of
communication with international branches.
3. The instrument was based on the results of the pilot study which was
conducted within the resource industry. Differences between the pilot study responses
and the findings of this research could be influenced by the industry focus of the pilot
study.

Critical Review of Organisational Issues
The organisations chosen for the study were companies which already had a
KMS in place for a minimum of 2 years. This was to ensure the interviewees were
speaking from experience, and that they had adequate familiarity with a KMS to
participate in the interviews
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The findings of this study reflect that basis of participant selection.
Consequently the findings may assist in identifying issues relevant for consideration by
a company just starting out, or contemplating embarking on the journey to becoming a
Knowledge Based Business. Unfortunately the interviewee requirements also reduced
the number of companies in Perth available for the study. The companies selected
should be representative of similar global organisations but may not be fully
representative of large Australian based businesses. Some issues may not be relevant to
an Australian organisation, but most are issues that arise anywhere that people are
involved in engaging with KM systems. The high degree of variance between the
companies with regard to structural and cultural background may pennit this study to
uncover a broad range of organisational issues relevant to the acceptance of a KMS, but
may be unable to recognise industry specific issues in the field.

Process used - limitations
The process selected for the management of data collection was carefully
researched and designed to provide a sound basis for the analysis phase of the research
process. As with many research projects the intentions of the design are not always
practical in the field situation. This section will describe the issues that arose during data
collection and analysis that would cause the researcher to consider alternate or back-up
methods in future research projects. The main issues were the variance of the
application of the instrument and the difficulties in obtaining accurate transcriptions of
interview tapes.
The variance in the application of the instrument during some interviews posed a
possible problem in that the ideal (and expected) situation of all interviews being
conducted in identical situations was not attained. This was in part due to constraints
imposed by the interviewees, in part due to organisational issues such as security, and in
part due to technological problems such as the tape player jamming during or prior to
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some interviews. The research design did cover the possibility of problems with tape
recordings, and all interviews had notes taken throughout to support the tapes and as a
back~up

mechanism. What the research design failed to cover was the spontaneous

changes such as the need for quiet rooms due to noisy work alcoves where neighbouring
employees were taking phone calls. As office-less working environments are becoming
the normal situation the research design should have considered questions, during preinterview discussions, which would have identified problems and managed them by, for
example, interviewing during normal lunch hours when nearby staff would be away from
their desks.
The original intention of engaging clerical support to perform the 1D.terview
transcriptions to ensure high quality of output was abandoned when transcription of the
first tapes uncovered a misinterpretation of the original quote for the task. The original
quote was based on an hourly unit. An assumption was made that the hour referred to
the length of the interview, however it was a quote per hour of the c1erical staffs time.
This trebled the cost, therefore the professional transcription was abandoned and the
researcher performed the transcription tasks. Ideally the transcription activity should
have been separated from the researcher to ensure impartial and professional results.
The outcome was transcripts with many typing errors, spelling mistakes, and
punctuation was not always obvious from reading the text. Consequently more time was
spent re~listening to the tapes than should have been required.

Summary of Results

The research questions have been addressed as individual issues, the companies
examined with regards to the intent of each key question, and the responses of the
participants have been thoroughly dissected, analysed and restructured to fit the
framework and the research questions. This section will now give an overview of the
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main issues that emerged from the study in an attempt to present a more cohesive view
of the barriers as they may present to an organisation.
The main issue to emerge was the importance of getting the knowledge strategy
worked out fully prior to taking the initiative to the general organisation. Where the
organisation dictated the move to a KMS, but did not have an explicit plan or rationale,
the initiative was less successful. The more remote the strategy makers were from the
actual users the less effective the KMS appeared to be.
The next issue was the need to employ Change Management techniques and
methodologies to take the knowledge initiative from strategy level to being an
organisational tool. This includes the need for on-going change management, especially in
the area of training for the cultural shift. The company that employed initial change
management methodologies was the most successful, however there was only partial
follow-through. The result was that new employees did not have the same level of
understanding, commitment, or interaction with the KMS as the employees who were
present at the change to a K.BB.
Companies with a structure that is towards the fluid end of the continuum
appear more able to handle the demands of a KBB. Individuals who move around the
organisation, and who interact closely with management, appear to have a deeper
appreciation of the benefits of co-operating with the KMS.
Individuals within such an organisation appear to handle issues and differences
within a global economy without a need for management directives. People appeared
more accepting of differences between cultures on an international level than on a
national level. Most participants had recognised the issues and adjusted their work
routines to ensure communications with other cultures were are clear as possible.
There was less tolerance of system-based issues than personal differences.
Participants were willing to overlook faults in the KMS in exchange for the advantages
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of having the ability to share knowledge, but were not willing to tolerate the perceived
indifference of the IT departments.
The analysis of the research data indicate the factors that facilitate effective usage
of a KMS appear to be:
1. a clear strategy, communicated effectively to the whole organisation
2. change management for the transition with follow-through
3. observable involvement by all levels of management
4.

training at all levels and areas of the KMS

5. a fluid structure with supportive culture
The factors that inhibit effective usage of an organisation's KMS were the
opposite situations to the above factors, plus:
1. an inappropriate reward system
2.

IT control of the KMS and repositories

3. lack of project specific involvement in the creation of the repositories and
general KMS selection
For organisations embarking on a move to a Knowledge Based Business,
incorporating the factors that facilitate and avoiding the issues that inhibit the effective
usage of the KMS should assist the organisation to obtain the maximum benefit from
their investment in knowledge management. There are of course many other issues to
contend with but these factors have emerged from the study as key indicators of success
or failure.
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Lessons Learned

This section of the analysis considers the issues that arose during the research
process that served as a learning experience about research processes in general.
Technology fails at the most inconvenient moments. Technology issues arose
during interviews when the taping equipment sometimes failed, perhaps due to operator
error. During secondary data collection, when the claims of individuals were being
pursued, the 10.18 often failed to repeat faults that had been evident and demonstrated
by the interviewee, indicating that technology problems relating to the KMS are often
intermittent. There was, at times, no clear indication of where some problems originate
as different users get different problems arising. Operator error, and therefore a need for
on-going training, could be the real issue in many cases of technology failure.
Interviewees can exhibit a tendency to contradict their own evidence, resulting in
a need to conduct secondary data collection to ensure the validity of tJle responses
during the interviews. The interviewees also had trouble at times in articulating the
problems they encountered, resulting in efforts by the researcher to pinpoint the real
issue prior to secondary data collection.
Subjects can have their own agenda governing the responses. During the
secondary data collection phase it became apparent that many of the discrepancies could
be attributed to the individual describing a scenario that met their own needs. An
example is that of a knowledge coordinator who displayed discrepancies in her
information that could be attributed to a need to demonstrate the importance of the role
within a knowledge based business. The head office staff at company C gave a
description of their KMS issues that was totally contrary to the site personnel,
indicating they were possibly taking a company line in supporting the KMS, while the
real users' issues were put aside as a lack of understanding.
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Interviewees may have doubts about the research process, for example the
underlying agenda for resl~archer, interference by the university, selection of material to
meet unidentified criteria. Of the 13 interviewees 3 openly discussed their reservations
about university research processes and intentions. Of those, I person contacted the
researcher 3 times in subsequent months to ensure that his points had been correctly
recorded and understood. There were 4 requests from participants for a copy of the final
report to ensure the company had not been compromised or the data misused.
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Introduction

This final chapter is a summary of the information that has been presented in the
report, an overview of the research process with an indication of the emerging issues

that may impact on the ability of an organisation to move to being a Knowledge Based
Business by integrating KM systems. The entire research process is reviewed in this

chapter. Starting with the workplace observations that instigated the curiosity, followed
by the literature review and the original pilot study, the rationale for pursuing this study

will be presented. The theoretical framework which developed from the pilot study will
be briefly described as a reminder of the context of the study. The design parameters and
rationale underlying the research methodology chosen will be reviewed to determine the
suitability of the design to the research problem. Data collected during the primary and
secondary data collection phases will be presented in a summary format, along with the
resultant analysis outcomes. This will be followed by an overview of the emerging
issues as they relate to the research questions posed at the beginning of the report.
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The chapter will then present the key and secondary issues that constitute the
conclusion of the srudy, followed by some suggestions of.areas for further research into
the barriers to effective Knowledge Management.

Summary of Research

This research was constructed from the existing research base and a pilot study
which indicated the need to provide greater illumination of the barriers that exist
between KM systems and potential contributors and users. The research was built
around a framework based on the results of a pilot study, then conducted over an
extended period across 3 Perth based organisations of multinational origin, with global
communication systems. For this qualitative approach three clusters of interviewees
within three companies were carefully selected to ensure the data collected was valuable
and relevant. The data collected was from various sources to ensure triangulation of data
and confidence in the results. All participants were working in the knowledge area, and
covered many levels and types of employment. The researcher maintained high ethical
stanU<!rds throughout the extensive period of interaction and analysis.
Data collected during the study was codified and analysed in accordance with
accepted research methodologies. The findings were compared with the original literature
review and the findings of other surveys, and interpreted in the context of this study to
elicit possible answers to the research questions.

Conclusions of Research

While the participants in the study gave specific and at times emotional
rationales for their acceptance and involvement levels in the KMS they were using, the
study demonstrated an overall pattern that indicated some key management techniques
could have been employed to make the transition to a knowledge based business
Trish Kennett 0954536

Honours Thesis

133

smoother and more integrated into daily work practices than was apparent. In most
cases the integration of KM systems is synonymous with a greater cultural and
managerial emphasis on relational issues. Focus on system aspects works against
generating a culture where knowledge is networked.
Change Management strategies, and training programs in making the cultural
paradigm shift required, may have hastened acceptance of the new systems and
improved levels of commitment for the workforces.
There were some key relational issues that arose which could be useful to an
organisation contemplating the shift at an organisational or branch level.

Key Issues

Strategy The emerging factors that impacted on the success of the KMSs indicate
that the chosen strategy for moving to a Knowledge Based Business is the first
opportunity to align the organisation for a successful change. Knowledge workers
appeared to resent a strategy that involved the KMS being delivered to the organisation
at the direction of an international board remote from the location, and with no
knowledge of the specific site for delivery.
Disseminating the strategy was the next key factor, again participation in the
decision making function is considered essential by the knowledge workers. Motivation
is enhanced by involvement in the decision making process and through involvement of
non-IT staff in the design and implementation of a system they are expected to accept
ownership of.

Change Management was an issue raised by some participants as being a major
factor in acceptance and yet not addressed adequately by the organisations during the
entire process. Many of the complaints raised were issues that could have been averted
if the process of moving to a knowledge based business had been integrated into the
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business strategy, and that strategy disseminated to the staff with assistance to
incorporate the required changes into their processes,

Training was identified by many participants as a key issue, but was the topic
most open to interpretation. While some felt the JT training aspect of the KMS was not
important, many considered the paradigm shift to being a knowledge worker to be
almost impossible to negotiate without ongoing guidance. There was division on the
issue of the level of expertise assumed to exist when an employee becomes a knowledge
worker.

Support Issues covered a range of functions from personal support via a mentor
or knowledge officer, to the more typical support issues such as 1T support. Dutrenit
{2000, p247) recognised the problems arising in organisations, with multiple
organisational units, without a knowledge officer assigned the specific task of integration
and support ofknowledge. However, Brooking (1999, p157) suggests that a knowledge
officer can provide an early-stage benefit but in the long term moves the responsibility
away from the individual which results in reduced participation.
Having a stable platform for the KMS was raised by most participants although
they recognised the issue as being beyond the control of the workers and to a degree the
management. The JT team of a KMS was often the target of the knowledge workers
frustrations.
In 2 organisations management was perceived as lacking in support of the
intangible requirements of a KMS such as time to explore the system. All 3
organisations reported feeling that management support was expressed verbally but not
followed through to policies and procedures. Management was perceived as advocating
but not practicing KM.

Ongoing Issues includes training and support issues, but the focus was more on
the difficulties of establishing their credentials and obtaining acknowledgement for
inputs into a system that appeared to be designed to remove the worker's power base.
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Adjusting the method of assessing self value within the organisation may address many
of the ongoing issues by removing or moderating the feeling of devaluation that some
knowledge workers experience.

Secondary Issues

Culture was the main secondary issue. An organisation's culture and subcultures
impact strongly on the ability of the workforce to adjust to the KMS. Some participants
felt peer pressure was either forcing the-m to participate involuntarily or generating
reproach from co-workers when the person cooperated with the system.

Recommendations for Further Research

The study indicated emerging issues that could impact on the effective use of a
KMS within an organisation employing knowledge management techniques. Some issues
were supported by cun-ent literature and other research studies, other issues may require
further study to detennine their effect on the field of knowledge management. The main
contentious issue that emerged during the pilot study and again during this research was
the use of reward systems and how appropriate they Wt.!re to current knowledge
management practices. The issue of where power lies in a knowledge based business is
another avenue of research that could change the way management approaches the move
to a knowledge system.
Reward Systems were identified as an important issue in the literature review
but the pilot study did not find users concerned with rewards for using the system. This
research confinned that users did not regard a reward system to be a driver in usage of
the system, in fact users were wary of reward systems as they appeared to reward the
wrong people, for the wrong reasons. From a user's viewpoint usage of the KMS
provided rewards for many in the access to knowledge, in the ability to display personal
knowledge to peers, and in the acknowledgement and feedback received from other
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•

users. The only reward system that was acceptable to the majority of users was a minor
system that provided small rewards, such as dinner for 2, on the basis of a competition
involving the KMS. Once the reward system was extend to the salary it was viewed
with suspicion. Users felt that the organisation that was capturing data for evaluation in
the reward system was incapable of understanding the issues of knowledge workers, and
the KMS itself was unable to support the organisation with appropriate data capture to
identify and attribute the efforts of knowledge workers successfully.
The lack of agreement between literature and this study in the issue of reward
systems could be based on cultural differences as most studies in the available literature
were conducted outside of Australia. There is also the possibility that the interviewees
were reluctant to discuss the issue or had not considered the possibilities prior to the
research. Future research could examine:
•

the basis for rewarding knowledge workers (what constitutes proof of effort)

•

appropriate rewards for workers in the knowledge field

•

the effects on organisation morale of inappropriate recognition of effort

•

the methods knowledge workers employ to manipulate knowledge reward
systems

•

the effects of reward systems on the organisational culture
The Shifting Powerbase of the modern organisation could be researched to

determine how much control is now in the hands of the knowledge worker, and how this
will affect current management techniques (Nickols, 1999, p7). Which techniques are
still appropriate in a knowledge economy, and how management can make the transition
to managing knowledge workers.
Relationship Management becomes of greater importance in a knowledge
organisation. Further research could examine the old strategies designed to protect the
organisation from knowledge being released to competitors, and examine the possible
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consequences of organisations accepting the sharing of knowledge with both customers
and suppliers.

In Closing

The research conducted for this study has resulted in the generation of many
questions regarding the issues faced by knowledge workers within organisations. The
literature review revealed that the majority of studies are taken from a management
viewpoint when in a knowledge based business it may be the strategies of the knowledge
worker, rather than management, that will determine the success of the organisation.
Management provides the knowledge worker with the tools but the knowledge worker is
able to manipulate the tools beyond the original intention of the organisation.
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APPENDIX A

DETAILS OF PILOT STUDY RESPONSES

Structural:
All infonnants complained repeatedly about structural matters. The expected
structural issues of environment and the internal company structure were irrelevant
to the informants, the focus was on the knowledge system itself.

Searching was a problem for all infonnants, too many finds are listed with no
indication of the structure of the finds which may guide the user to another level of
searching. For example searching for the phrase "apply section 034.2" may result in
50 finds. Of those finds 35 may belong within one of the top levels of the structure
with the other 15 spread across 10 other levels. Inappropriate keywords was also

causing search problems in that items were not in the "find" list unless the keyword

was correct.
Another major complaint was that access is not easy enough for regular use.
This was tested on two repositories. Access took 3 and 15 seconds respectively and
a few mouse movements. This raised the question of the expectations of the users,
arc they unrealistic.
The next area of concern for all respondents is in the human management or
not of the knowledge system. The responses included suggestions as diverse as no
human intervention to tight structured control of contributions. Other responses
suggested the manager should be a user of the repository and not an IT person,
should be a dedicated resource, should remove trivial items, and should be leveraging
from other knowledge areas such as the Internet. Four of the six informants felt that
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the manager should be the only person capable of deleting documents as a history of
the repository is vital to maintaining the context of the contributions.
The purpose and structure of the repository was also a concern for most
respondents. They felt it should be very specific, with the purpose and the
expectations spelt out clearly for participants. The objective should not be open to
interpretation. The structure should be specific to the users not a generic format for
the company. The presence of empty documents were a concern for all but one user.
The one user was the person who was creating all the empty documents. He felt that
he was giving the other participants guidance in interesting areas to contribute to.
However, the others felt that the empty documents represented an attempt to take
credit for the subsequent contributions of others as only the initial creator is
mentioned in the credits.
There were also some points raised by only one or two informants but that
does not indicate they were not issues to the others as the format of the interview
was unstructured and the respondents were not led to areas visited by others but free
to make their own points. The less reported issues were the need to be Internet based
on a company site to be viable, that is to reach a wider audience, large documents
need abstracts, tools should be matched to the size and usage rate of the repository to
avoid long waits, and the ability of others to edit an owner's work. There were
contradictory contributions on the subject of archiving with two feeling archiving can
make old contributions difficult to access and removes the history of current contents
therefore context can be distorted, and two perceived a lack of archiving as a major
drawback on a large system which could become wunanageable.
Cultural:

In the responses categorised as Cultural the problems identified were either
unanimous or had only one or two supporters. This was not the case in the areas of
Structure and Perceptions. The two unanimous problems were in training needs. Lack
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of training in knowledge systems was the number one concern in this area, infonnants
unanimously felt unsupported by the general organisation. The expected problem
was training in using a knowledge system however the actual concern raised was
training in what a knowledge system is and how to contribute effectively rather than
"how to do it". Everyone also wanted specific information on the expectations of
each specific knowledge base, what was its objective. There was also a need to
understand the difference between an expert system and a knowledge management
system.
The other responses can be sub-categorised into problems in starting out and
pressure or intimidation affecting usage. It was felt by two users that the culture
pressured people into contributing, in being part of the community of users, one of
the group. That they had to maintain an awareness of the contents of the knowledge
base and contribute items of value. Both of these respondents were employees which
may be a factor to consider. The other sub-category concerns the user's issues when
starting as a knowledge system user. The mature repository may seem intimidating,
the contributions can be at such a high level of understanding that they leave the new
user feeling inadequate with no concept of the possible value of their own
contributions. The technology can instil fear in the iudiv idual with one respondent
describing the initial session as an emotional trauma. There was an expressed need for
the infrastructure and procedures to support the launching process of the repository
and the start-up of each new participant. A check for procedures and supporting
documentation revealed nothing, that is the repositories common to the infonnants
were undocumented and the purpose was not clearly spelt out. These responses
seem to suggest that a culture that supports tolerance, individualism and team work is
required. Individualism to support the posing of views contrary to the "the nmm",
sharing to encourage people not to withhold their insights and opinions, and tolerance
to accept and integrate differing views.
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Two infonnants saw the repository as being used as a forum for sarcasm and
bitching, bringing into question the value and relevance of the contributions. The
concern that management could use the repositories to spy on employees was also
raised.
In the literature appropriate reward systems were regarded as important to
the knowledge based company. In the research none of the informants raised the
issue. As each interview came to a close the respondent was asked about items
identified in the literature but not in the interview. Each respondent was puzzled by
the question on rewards and did not see how a reward system could be designed to
adequately serve a knowledge based system, it would have to revolve around other
factors. This was an interesting issue that will be addressed during this study to judge
its importance.

Perceptual:

The area of perceptual concerns was marked by a deficiency of unanimous
responses. A few items were raised by more than one person but for the most part
the concerns were only raised by one or two informants.
The items of consensus were the problems of anominity in a larger system,
the owner's name was on the repository but if the user was non known to the reader
they did not always feel comfortable interpreting the contribution. Four informants
felt that knowledge of the creator confers credibility or otherwise on the document.
And four felt that many items were of dubious value but could not elaborate. Leaving
out the negative knowledge in the experiential discourse items was felt to degrade the
repository's value by four users. Misinterpretation of contributions was identified as
a problem by five informants but the factors they felt influenced the problem did
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differ. Factors such as cultural (international), language context, rationale for
contribution, and value judgements both made and assumed.
Other response included feeling that they were being judged by colleagues
based on contributions, that their thoughts were being scrutinised by the wide
audience, that dirty laundry was being aired, and that there was a general fear of
exposure. There was concern about the availability of some documents, that an
organisation could use the repository for propaganda, could manipulate the data, or
filter the repository. Two users felt that sharing their knowledge reduced their value
within the organisation, and two raised the risk of having their ignorance on
permanent record if they contributed. There was also expression of irritation over
spelling and grammatical errors in other people's documents that one user (secretary)
felt a compulsion to correct. Other users complained that the cosmetic editing of their
documents was irritating. When they re~entered the repository the change icon would
indicate a change but they could only find cosmetic changes, nothing of value, which
wasted their time and effort. Two users also expressed personal difficulty in
recording their experiences in a way they felt was meaningful and valuable to others.
This did not appear to be based on lack of self~confidence but rather was a reflection
on the unavoidable interpretation that any reader will automatically process during
the reading.
The specific areas of influence under study are:
Structure: the environment; the industry; the internal structure; the
technology; and job time constraints.
Culture: is the organisation's culture conducive to being a knowledge based
organisation; are cultural pressures bought to bear on employees chasing knowledge;
are the necessary skills and support available, does the culture support sharing and
team work or encourage and reward individualism.
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Perceptions: is the data relevant; doubts about the wholeness of the data;
concerns about the motive behind the availability of the data, issues regarding value of
contributions and identification of contributor.
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APPENDIXB

The Interview Instrument

Appendix B is the interview instrument presented to each interviewee at the
commencement of the interview, with pages 2 and 3 withheld until the later part of the
session when the interviewee had an opportunity to review the pages and discuss and
perceived omissions.

APPENDIXB

Knowledge Management Study
Pre-Interview Notes
This research is being conducted for a thesis at Edith Cowan
University. This is an exploratory study to identify the
barriers to full utilisation of KM tools and explore the
relationships between barriers.

For the purpose of this study the following definitions are

supplied:

Knowledge Management: the capture, creation, storage,

organisation and distribution of knowledge

Knowledge System: method of fonnalising and automating

management ofknowledge

organised information applicable to

Knowledge:

problem solving

The following table illustrates the issues about the
introduction of knowledge management systems that have

been expressed by participants during the pilot study which
concern the structure and culture of their organisations and
their own perceptions
Appendix B- Interview Instrument
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Structure

Knowledge
Management

Culture

Internet based
Empty documents
Change flag for cosmetics
Too much trouble
Tool not match to requirements
Glossaries req. for context

Management of the Repository
4.L2
Deletion of "trivia"
Search inefficient
• Structure - too little, flexible
• Structure - too much, controlled
Archiving YesfNo
Keywords
not appropriate
•
Need abstracts for large docs
• Not an IT person as manager
Strucutre specific to project
• Clear project objective to follow
Should leverage from other sources
Time (wasted)
• Inclusion of inappropriate/trivia
Time available to participate
• Getting lost in •·looking"

4.1.3

Training (inc. shift in thinking)
IT training
• KMS training (inc. paradigm shift)
• Project specific training
• Mcntoring
On-going training
• Computer assisted training

4.1.4

Peer Pressure

4.1.5

Forced to participate
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•

Pressure to mamtain awareness
Feel part of community of users
Need for valuable contribution

Improper Use ofKM System
Forum for sarcasm & bitching
Used to judge colleagues
Subject should he more important
than author

4.1.6

Personal Reactions
4.1.7
Intimidated by mature rep.
Misinterpretation of contribution
Feel need to justify time spent
Management manipulation of info.,
filtering, subversive
No-nne cares

Individual
Perceptions

L--"--""----1

Value of Contributions
Not worthy
Dificulty in contrib. bit by bit
Leaving out negative degrades
Uncomfortable about mistakes
Credibility affected

4.1.8

The Audience
Unknown readers

4.1.9

Exposure on permanent basis
Credit for Contribution
Sharing knowledge reduces value
Not getting credit for own work
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Sources, at individual level and organisational level, will not be identified in the report or revealed to
anyone other than the researcher without the express permission of the interviewee. Complete
confidentiality is assured.

Sessions will only be taped with the pennission of the interviewee. The tape will be professionally
transcnbed with a code to identity the interviewee. You may withdrnw from the interview at any time
and contact the ethics office at ECU if you have any specific concerns about this research project.

Participant: ...................................... .

Date ...................................... .

Patricia Kennett- Honours student- ECU School of Management Faculty of Business
Supervisor~

Llandis Barratt~Pugh

~Senior

Lecturer

School ofManagement
Faculty of Business and Public Management
Edith Cowan University
Churchlands Campus
Pearson Street
Churchlands
WA60!8
ECU- Tel- 011 61 (0)8 9273 8333
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APPENDIXC

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Before Interview

1. Call each selected interviewee to ensure they are comfortable with being
interviewed, discuss any issues they may have with the process.
2. Check that interviewee meets criteria for selection, eg length of time as a user of a
know\edge systems.
3. Reassure interviewees of confidentiality.

4. Arrange time and place of interview.

Atlnteniew
I. Ensure interview environment is comfortable and friendly. Request moving to
another room if necessary. Ensure
• water is available

• tape recorder working
• pen is operable
• copy of the instrument is available for note taking but not displayed

• mobile phones turned off
Appendix C - Interview Protocol

2. Place initial sheet on table (sec Appendix B page I), with definitions covered.
3. Formal introduction of interview purpose, timing, commitment of confidentiality.
4. Allow interviewee to read first half of sheet, keeping second half covered.
5. Prompt interviewee for response to introduction section, if necessary.
6. If interviewee is prepared to continue then start the tape recorder.
7. "How would you describe Knowledge Management"?
8. Show the interviewee the second part oft he sheet.
9. Discuss any issues interviewee may have with the stated definition.
IO.Rciterate that the process is unstructured and the interviewee is to just talk about
the issues they have faced and any areas not covered will be prompted.
ll.Start the interview by asking the interviewee to talk in their own words about their
experiences with knowledge management, if necessary suggest they start with the
repository and tools. If appropriate suggest a demonstration of issues that arise.
12. When the interviewee appears to have no more to say, use the instrument as a
guide and prompt the interviewee to discuss areas that have not already been
covered, or that need clarification. Check that issues that seem irrelevant actually
are irrelevant to the interviewee.
13.When the interview seems to have finished, show the interviewee pages 2 and 3 of
the instrument and request a review to ensure the instrument and the interview
have co\crcd all the issues of concern.
14.Ask the interviewee to confirm which arc the most important issues from their
perspective.
15. Thank the interviewee and leave.
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APPENDIXD

ADDITIONAL FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Introduction

This appendix contains additional material from the data collection and

analysis phases that support the contents of the main report. A copy of the basic
instrument has been included as Figure 1 for clarity.
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Repository & Tools
Structure

Management ofthe Repository

,---Time (wasted)

Training (inc. shift in thinking)
Knowledge

Culture

!----

Peer Pressure
Improper Use of KM System

Management

Personal Reactions

Individual

Value of Contributions

Perceptions

The Audience
Credit for Contribution

Figure 1

Outline of the Instrument

Content of Respositories

Content of the repositories explores the comments made on the actual contents of the
databases and repositories rather than the tools and their use. There were remarkably
few (6) comments in this section from company C. This may be accounted for by the
fact that content is subject to more managerial monitoring in company C. The
comments received from this company mainly concerned data integrity and version
control. Respondents felt that there was a lack of safeguards to ensure data was
submitted and reflected the organisational climate of negative feedback for employee
transgressions. One respondent commented n the existence and circulation of a list of
expert users and area specialists to assist in content control. This was also the only
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company where comments were made concerning the informal use of the system for
local social transactions and the expression of alternate meanings but comments all
substantiated that management attempted to exerted control over such
communication.
Company B responses were mainly focussed on submissions regarded as
unimportant or unnecessary, and the need to record mistakes as well as successes.
Company A gave varied responses but also gave weight to the need to submit
knowledge on problems and failures as well as successes. While A4 was " ... selective
about including the negatives.", A2 stated:
Everything is about wins and war stories, not the sharing of negative
experiences, people would get more out of the system if they did, you
get more out of your failures than you do from evaluating your wins.
The division of repositories into discussion databases, working repositories,
and power packs was popular with respondents. Archiving was a debated topic,
respondents often gave contradictory views on the topic, seeming to change their
minds as the interview progressed. In general archiving was considered necessary
though difficult to generalise as one topic (repository) may have a longer naturallifeM
cycle than another topic. One respondent gave great emphasis to the archiving issue,
and frequently returned to the topic and stated the need for relevance criteria 3 times.
More than half the respondents stated during the interviews that they do
submit items, and then at another point in the interview stated that they do not
submit. When questioned about the change of statements the respondents gave varying
reasons such as: they delegate the submissions (5); they intend to submit but don't
find the time {3); and they get distracted while going through the lengthy process of
making a fonnal submission (2). Post interview investigations revealed that the
majority of people interviewed had only a few submissions, while 3 were regular and
major contributors to the knowledge systems, and some could not be identified on the
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system. The 3 regular contributors each stated that the motivating criteria for
submission was "ifl need it then chances are so does someone else" A4.
The existence of a whitepages document that identifies expertise and areas of
interest or knowledge was important to Companies A & C while company B did not
mention the topic.
During discussions on the subject of the content of the knowledge systems it
became apparent that many users were not familiar with the content of their systems.
In companies A and B, statements were made about the need to have problem
databases and expertise databases, but when the systems were interrogated for this
research, the required items were found to already exist.
Companies differed in their approaches to content management. Company A
utilised all 3 levels of structure, monitoring and controlling the documents that were
submitted. Company B had a policy of allowing the users to determine what would be
suitable. Company Chad very tight control over most systems and content, leaving
staff little flexibility. Discussion databases were the only outlet at company C for
expression and were consequently used inappropriately
Bl felt that over a period of time the submissions reflected changes in views
and circumstances. This was considered important in understanding the context of the
data and that filtering or removal of trivia would degrade the quality of the knowledge.
In company A some respondents had concerns that not all information was
being "contained" AS. After one interview the respondent searched the system to
demonstrate missing information but it was easily located under a slightly different
title. A check of document access showed that best practice documents were regularly
accessed.
Respondents were fairly evenly divided on the subject of trivia. Again there
were respondents who contradicted their statements during the interview. Some felt
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that the presence of trivia was a time waster, some felt that trivia was important as it
gave a complete picture and could be filter anyway. One informant felt that trivia is
context driven, that what is regarded as trivia one day can be important another time,
"What is regarded as trivia on one pass can be realised as important later and you want
to go back." Bl.
Filtering was another contentious issue. There were 4 respondents who felt
that filtering information was manipulative, however all but 2 informants believed that
some filtration was necessary to prevent demoralisation, protect clients';.~ '.remove
garbage.
Context covers responses that deal with issues regarding the understanding of
the knowledge, especially the issues regarding working in a multinational organisation
and reading submissions from different cultures.
In general context was not an area of great interest to the respondents. They
reported experiences of misunderstanding£ and issues arising from the diverse mix of
cultures but each informant had found their own techniques for dealing with those
issues. None of the informants had received training or advice from the organisation on
these issues but this did not appear to be a problem. Informants appeared to take
pride in their ability to overcome misunderstandings.

It was interesting to note that most incidents used as examples involved
American to Australian spelling, and vice versa, when the companies involved dealt
with overseas branches that do not have English as a first language.
Knowledge workers at company A keep a dynamic glossary to reduce
confusion but still found that people use terms incorrectly. One informant from
company A stated that the organisation really needed to develop a glossary to assist in
understanding communications, indicating that the informant was unaware of the
existence of the tool. When the researcher reported the existence of a glossary the user
and researcher attempted to locate the glossary but were unable to find it.
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A2 had many problems with international emails and conference calls. The
infonnant developed a habit of keeping the language simple to avoid misinterpretation
but found that some people were using a range of inflections as an additional level of
verbal communication which was missed or misunderstood by others.

Organisational Culture

The Culture section covers issues reported by infonnants that directly
addressed the culture of the organisation; issues that have been categorised at
stemming from cultural problems; and issues surrounding the change of cultural
required to successfully implement a move to a Knowledge Based Business (KBB).
Culture in this context covers the organisational culture, inter and intra national
cultures, and KBB culture.
Organisational Cultural Issues
Company A had an organisational culture that mainly supported KBB. This
had been incorporated into the busines& over the 4 years since adoption of knowledge
management technologies.
Company B had a head office culture that isolated management from the day to
day business but monitored the business through knowledge management systems.
The culture did not recognise the adoption of any level of knowledge management.
Access to infonnation was based on the person's position within the hierarchy. Lower
management levels were unaware ofthe usc of knowledge management systems to drill
through the local server files. The highest level of access was by the parent company
based in London.
Company Chad the most divisive cultural forces in operation. The head office
and site cultures were in strong opposition. The site subcultures worked against
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attempts to disseminate and share knowledge. While the majority of employees had
access to at least one knowledge system, few knew or understood the implications of
the access and very few actually logged on to the system. The parent company was
also mining the systems.

International Cultural issues
Cultural differences across national boundaries were evident in companies A
and C. Company B did not communicate regularly with international associates. Staff
at company C felt threatened by the international exposure, receiving frequent "please
explain" phone calls from London regarding issues in documents that had only been
submitted 10 minutes prior to the call. This could not be verified due to lack of access
to the parent company. One site management level informant reported the experience
of receiving a call from headquarters while still in flight during the return from site. Site
staff reported experiencing fear during the process of making a submission due to the
possibility that they were submitting knowledge which would be interpreted as
incomplete, inappropriate, or incorrect by top management in London.

KBB Cultural Issues
Company A had developed a strategy for cultural change at the
commencement of the knowledge management project. Training in the shift to a
knowledge culture was conducted for all staff present at the shift four years ago. Since
then there has been no intensive or explicit training, but the issue of sharing knowledge
is raised frequently at other trainings. Staff who have joined since the shift to a
knowledge culture have not received training specific to the culture requirement.
Company B, looking first at the entire company, did not conduct training
relating to knowledge sharing and did not address the issue in general training. The
company employs TQM techniques, with team work as a critical aspect of the normal
working environment, and the general feeling was that sharing your knowledge is part
ofTQM. Members of the specific knowledge project within company B did have
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initial discussions on the need for changes in their approach to sharing knowledge, and
people joining the project are given a run down on the experiences of the team in their
move to the KMS for their project.
Company C did not openly acknowledge they were using a KMS, although
the head office staff were aware. There was no attempt to train staff in the cultural
aspects, only in using the system. Again it is a team orientated environment and
sharing of knowledge is expected as a matter of course.

Management pressures can be defined as the pressures felt by individuals
that can be traced back to management actions, lack of action, or strategy. Of the 39
responses related to management issues 30 came from the 2 mid-management level
staff in company A. There was only 1 response that indicated a lack of pressure:
"pressure from company is not acute" A4.
There were 31 management pressure responses that referred to a lack of time
for effective knowledge management. Company B was not represented in this
subcategory. Deadlines were referenced in 9 of the responses, for example "we have
deadlines to meet, impose on search function, puts constraints on delivery" A6, "Go
from one job to next, timing issue." and "Pressure is for billing and charge out times,
keeping to a budget." A5. A5 also reported "Its everybody's role to find time but we
need management's full support" and "Work is task orientated, no time to contribute
even though management encourages use of the knowledge management system, its
improving over time."

Accounting for time: Pressure to account for time was a concern for many:
''Time is a factor in training and putting individual knowledge into the system" A6;
"time to search but not to impart i-·Jlowledge" A5. During the interview A6 made 3
direct references to the need for more time to be allocated to knowledge task: "Need
more time allocated regularly."; "Need to account for every minute of time"; "Need
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more support in taking time to explore.". While A7 felt a need for time to explore
without having to justify the reason: "time to participate is the last priority as no time
allocated in work cycle." and "needs time allocated for investigating new databases".

Lack of adequate resources was another source of pressure which was felt to

be a management issue by the interviewees. The issue of resources is addressed in
another section. The pressure from the lack of resources was summed by C4 as: "No
time or resources are devoted to knowledge capture" and "It leads to a difficult
situation, need a laptop so I can work outside of work environment." when referring to
the pressure of fulfilling knowledge submission requirements while the work timetable
does not allow periods of prolonged access to the system. C4 was subject to travel
around the country to perform set duties and subjected to a requirement to submit
knowledge to a strict timetable.
Unreasonable expectations ofmanagement were also cited with company C

feeling a lack of support in performing the management imposed knowledge tasks:
"feel very pressured, management do not realise how much time is required to use
effectively" and "management think it can be done easily and quickly" C3; "don't have
time to document learnings busy doing" and "no time or resources devoted to
M

knowledge capture" C4. Compa11y B reported they "feel no need to justifY time spent
on searches" B 1.
There was a perceived need to demonstrate to management a monetary benefit
from the knowledge system which resulted in another source of pressure. C4 noted
"feel pressured to make valuable contribution, $1m system but no show of benefit or
gain", while A6 felt it was "difficult to put a value on knowledge management time
unless specific to a job". Another monetary pressure was to allocate the knowledge
time to a cost code: "time is an issue, cost of time, time has to be charged, difficult to
justify half hour search instead of casted time" A2.
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System pressures, those originating from the system itself, concerned mainly
the issue of knowledge that appeared to have no value. The inclusion of knowledge
that was regarded by users as trivia met with mixed reactions. Each interviewee that
addressed the issue had a different response. The basic idea was that trivia was
unavoidable as different people put different values of knowledge, and that value can
change over time or changing circumstances. That was is trivia today may not be
tomorrow. It was felt that trivia should be included and acknowledged that sifting
through it was a source of irritation and therefore time pressure.

Author
This section covers comments made about the "authoring of documents" and
other items in the knowledge systems. The comments regarding Author issues centred
around the subject's reactions to their exposure as an author and the use of knowledge
submissions to assess the worth of a colleague, the assignment of"credit" for
submissions.
Of the 26 individual responses 5 felt the author was irrelevant when selecting
documents from the repository, especially in a multi-national company where the
authors are unknown to most readers.
There were 5 statements that admitted that they do judge colleagues by the
quality of their submissions, even when the employee is someone unknown to the
reader. The quality of the work determined future selection of submission from the
same author and suitability of the author for personal contact, eg " ... make judgements
on the person's ability to help by studying their responses in the databases ... " A2.
A further 5 claimed they do not judge colleagues by their submissions, that the
author's name is unreliable as some staff tend to delegate submissions to low ranking
staff members therefore the author in the repository was not necessarily someone
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with knowledge of, or involvement in, the actual submission. " ...juniors fed the task of
malcing submissions and therefore get the credit for work of others ... " B3.
Credit for intellectual property was an issue for some respondents. There
were 2 reports of work being appropriated by other employees and submitted without
reference to the original author: " ... some people steal your work and don't reference
it. .. ".
One respondent felt that there was a need to train employees in understanding
" ...where the author is coming from ..." C3, while another felt that "Experts arc not as
valuable as the person who knows the client." A5, which implies that the reader needs
an awareness of the author's relationship to the topic and the client.
There were 2 respondents who used the name of the author to determine
suitable contacts to telephone for further discussions, however one noted that
" ... discussion databases show directly who entered the K but in the formal repository
you see the responsible partner and the secretary but not the person who wrote it,
who is really who you want to talk to." A2.
B I commented on the level of self-criticism employed when deciding to
submit an article then later declared a belief that " ... other people are protecting their
knowledge to protect their worth.".
Management. The category of Management related responses covers
comments made about the effects of management styles, attitudes towards
management interactions with the knowledge workers, management commitment and
support issues, censorship, the need for management to perceive a financial payback,
and the strategy the company's management used to implement the knowledge
system. Only 1 respondent did not cover the category, the 47 comment were spread
fairly evenly among most of the other interviewees with the exception of a site
manager from company C who made a total of 11 comments.
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Support and commitment from top management. All 3 companies reported
a feeling that top level management were making all the right encouraging noises,
through to edicts, on the usage of the knowledge systems however there was no
confidence in an actual commitment by the top level individuals. Another frequent
report was that management failed to understand the commitment in time and effort
required of knowledge workers, failed to acknowledge the benefits, did not provide the
resources for effective usc of the knowledge system. There was a general feeling of
lack of support.
Censorship was an issue for some interviewees while others felt that
management had a right to censor the databases/repositories. The interviewees from
company B felt the "management should reserve the right to filter to drive process and
culture" BI. Company A was reported to be using censorship to protect clients:
"aware that management filters infonnation to protect confidentiality but confident
that is all" A4.
Financial payback was cited as a reason the knowledge systems did not
proliferate: "there is some on-site access, many have a need but it would not provide
value for money spent, no hard financial benefits, only soft, difficult to justify in a
production environment." B2.
The Strategy employed for initiating a move to becoming a knowledge based
business was heavily criticised. A4 appeared to have clear views on this topic and
noted: "Feels like there is an IT driven focus on knowledge management systems
without really thinking about the culture."; "the right policies were not in place before
the move to knowledge management systems."; " .... did not make clear to employees
what they wanted to do with it (Knowledge Management)."; and "the right policies
were not in place before the move t , knowledge management systems.". The
interviewee summed up the strategy problems as " ... should have involved more change
management when converting to knowledge systems.".
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During casual conversations with some of the top level management named in
the complaints in company A it became apparent that the technology aspects of
knowledge systems were considered too time consuming to warrant the investment in
learning at a high level. The partners felt they were more likely to improve the bottom
line position (profits) by doing what they do best. They did allocate knowledge tasks
to other individuals however follow~through was haphazard with the result that
misunderstandings and other commitments resulted in knowledge falling into black
holes.
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APPENDIXE

Table of Responses by Category

Total

At A2 A3 A4 AS A6 Bl B2 B3 Cl C2 C3 C4

Author

26

6

3

2

4

Content

47

8

9

8

4

Context

22

6

Cultural

89

9

Definitions

17

Management

47

6

Personal

39

4

Pressure

61

Resources

3

3

3

4
21

3

4

3

14

3

5

2

6

3

3
2
2

2

15

11

7

5

5

4

3

11

2

2

3

3

5

6

2

3
8

4

2

10

2

2

7

2

2

6

2

7

14

9

3

3

5

34

3

3

7

5

2

2

Rewards

26

2

3

5

Structure

80

8

7

7

7

Tool

140

5

15

9

Training

86

7

3

Totals:

714

9

2

5

9

3

7

9

8

8

10

13

8

10

18

6

4

20

7

4

8

3

16 82 38 98 93 38 51

4

2

3

3

2

2

10

7

15

14

5

6

12

7

69 58 40 19 62 50

